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Preface 
 It’s Homework Café night at Empire Middle Community School and the cafeteria is 
packed.  Parents, teachers, community members, and cafeteria staff mingle with children of all 
ages as dinner is served.  Students are visibly excited about the food.  “Mexican night is the 
best,” says one boy with a red shirt who looks about twelve.  The boy beside him chimes in, 
“They have chicken enchiladas with rice and beans.”  He thinks a moment, “There is a vegetable 
one too.  The meals here are usually pretty good.”  His older sister interrupts and says, “Spaghetti 
night is my favorite,” while showcasing a grin of purple-banded braces.   
A hush falls over the room as the Community School Coordinator1 claps in rhythm, 
walking through the middle of the room.  “Alright everyone,” they say, “we have ten minutes left 
for dinner.  Be sure you are talking to everyone at your table and not just your friends.”  
Community members of all ages are posted at tables throughout the room.  They sit with children 
and families, asking students about their day and inquiring about the homework they have.  
Mostly, they talk about how good the food is.   
The boy with the red shirt starts to get up “I’m going to ask Ms. Sylvia if I can have 
seconds.”  His table mentor suggests another approach.  “Look around, Michael.  Some people 
haven’t eaten yet.  Let’s wait for everyone to have dinner first and, if there is extra, we can get 
more food to-go.”  The mentor adds with a wink, “Why don’t you go ahead and get out the math 
 
1 The Community School Coordinator is responsible for harnessing the power of partnerships to 
provide the school and surrounding community with the resources they need.  More information 
is forthcoming on Community Schools and the role of Community Schools Coordinators in the 
key terms and first chapter of this study. 
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worksheet you were telling me about?”  Michael smiles and sits down while he opens his 
backpack.  His sister collects the table’s trays, plates, and utensils to be washed.  The boy next to 
him has an identical worksheet to complete.  He scoots closer to the volunteer as they review the 
basics of multiplying fractions. 
 The Community School Coordinator comes over to check in with me periodically.  “Did 
you have enough to eat?  Is there anyone I can introduce you to?”  They can barely get their 
words out before a parent, child, or staff member pulls them away.  Family members have 
questions about the tables lined up outside the door showcasing various resources in the 
community.  Staff have ideas to run by them about events, clubs, and services provided during 
the school day.  Some children just want to say hello or introduce them to their siblings, parents, 
and cousins who are attending tonight for the first time.  It is obvious they are a well-known and 
integral member of the community. 
I notice a tall man walking around the tables, shaking hands with various parents and I 
ask my guide who he is.  “Oh, the principal?  Let me introduce you.  He usually stops by to say 
hello and thank all the volunteers.”  I look at the time; it’s 6pm.  Parents continue to file in, some 
bringing young children who run to greet their older siblings before joining their parents in line.  
One child who looks approximately five years old runs up to the cafeteria staff in the check-out 
line, greets her in Spanish, and gives her a big hug.  The cafeteria staff member explains that she 
is the little girl’s neighbor.  Sometimes the child stays with her when the child’s mother has to 
work early mornings.  Parents, grandparents, and guardians of different families greet one 
another, asking for updates since they saw each other at the Homework Café last month.  The 
atmosphere is one of familiarity and reunion. 
 viii 
As the dinner comes to a close and the homework tutoring begins, the tone of the room 
changes.  The students quiet down as they work on homework or read quietly with their parents.  
Students without homework have a selection of books to choose from at a nearby table provided 
by a community partner.  Teachers move from table to table, offering specific support when 
volunteers encounter an instructional hurdle.  Many one-on-one teams or small groups work 
quietly without needing help. 
For some volunteers, this is their third year at the Homework Café.  They participate for 
different reasons.  Some participate because they live nearby and want to be more connected to 
their local school.  Others are former teachers or retirees who are looking for a productive way to 
spend their time.  As the clock approaches 7:00, the groups start to break up.  Everyone chips in 
for cleanup.  Leftovers are boxed up and given to families to take with them.  Staff members 
check to make sure everyone has a ride home.  Community partners who tabled the event give 
out information to families about upcoming services.  Teachers remind students about 
assignment deadlines.  It is evident that everyone at the Homework Café has a common goal; 
they are invested in seeing the Empire Middle School community succeed. 
Weekly Homework Café is just one small facet of the services, programs, and 
partnerships at this particular Community School.  There are many others.  Some examples 
include: the parent group that helps to guide change at the school, several youth mentoring 
programs, a free food pantry and clothing closet for families, and ESL and Zumba fitness classes 
for parents.  There is now a robust transitional network and expansive data sharing among 
elementary, middle, and high schools.  There is a district-wide back-to-school supply drive that 
occurs each fall.  The list goes on; these are just a small sampling of the changes at Empire 
Middle since the inception of the Community School.   
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Empire Middle is one of a network of four community schools in Vade County, a school 
district serving approximately 25,000 students in the Southeastern United States.  Each school is 
a public institution funded by federal, state, and local government.  A local chapter of a national 
non-profit organization controls funding (both private and public), staffing, and oversight for the 
Community School strategy at each site.  They have worked together for the past seven years to 
positively impact education in their district.   
In 2013, the school district and national non-profit chapter identified a need for increased 
connectivity between lower and upper grades.  They sought an enhanced educational experience 
for students, families, and communities where the school could act as a hub for services.  After 
representatives from the school district and the non-profit attended a 2013 bi-annual Community 
Schools conference in Cincinnati together, they had both the vocabulary and concrete examples 
for the type of support they wanted to provide to schools in their district.   
I met with Lolly, the Director of the non-profit that oversees the Community School 
strategy in Vade County, before I began this study.  She recalled, “[The conference] was our 
Aha! Moment.  From there, we knew we really had to let the data guide us.”  After a planning 
retreat, the non-profit and school district were ready to act.  Community School sites in Vade 
County were selected by taking into account achievement scores and poverty rates, as well as 
existing support and buy-in from the district.  The district identified middle schools – the school 
years between elementary K-5 and high school 9th-12th grade – as the stage for maximum impact.  
The national non-profit hired their first Community School Coordinator in 2015.  “It’s a real 
team effort.  We do everything together with the school district,” Lolly stated, matter-of-factly.  
Her sentiment is not surprising.  A collaborative approach to improving education is not unique; 
the concept of Community Schools is gaining popularity nationally. 
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Vade County is not the only school district experimenting with a Community School 
model.  Countless other school districts across the nation are struggling in similar ways and 
implementing tailored solutions through a Community School strategy.  But, back in the busy 
halls of Empire Middle School, that can seem far away.  Indeed, in Empire’s environment of 
familiarity and family, it can be easy to forget the national landscape and the many issues 




The purpose of this study was to describe families’ experiences at a rural Community 
School.  Using descriptive phenomenological design, I sought to answer the study’s central 
research question: What is the experience of families at a rural Community School?  In order to 
answer this question, I interviewed ten parents at a rural Community School in the Southeastern 
United States.  Participant interview transcripts were analyzed using Creswell’s method of 
phenomenological data analysis and led to the identification of five themes that describe the 
phenomenon.  Those were (1) School Supports (2) Parent Engagement (3) Community Impact 
(4) Institutional Trust and (5) The Coordinator Effect.  I identified 19 additional sub-themes 
under these overarching themes.  
Major findings from this study support the idea that Community Schools have a positive 
impact on school resource support, parent engagement, community impact, institutional trust, 
and emphasize the importance of having a committed staff member focused on these facets in 
rural contexts.  Significant findings of this study include Community Schools’ ability to cater to 
rural-specific issues and their capacity to foster a sense of engagement and investment in rural 
communities.  This study also identified a need to address issues with awareness and 
differentiation associated with implementing a Community School strategy.  
Key takeaways from this research that can be used in future practice are creating 
community awareness about Community Schools, providing targeted, ongoing communication, 
ensuring that leadership supports the Community School, and carefully selecting the Community 
School’s Coordinator.  Some avenues for future research include expanding phenomenological 
interviews to staff and community members, identifying longitudinal changes over time, and 
similarly configuring research in other rural Community Schools
 xii 
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The United States K-12 public school system is in crisis.  While other countries have 
demonstrated comparative academic progress in large-scale educational studies since the early 
2000s, the United States has seen stable or minimal growth (OECD, 2014; NAEP, 2015).  
According to the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), the mean scores for 
science, reading, and math places the United States 25th when compared to 72 participating 
countries (OECD, 2014).  National testing echoes these results.  The National Assessment of 
Educational Progress reports not one single subject area in which at least 50% of American 
children are proficient (NAEP, 2015).  This means that more than half of our K-12 children are 
unable to read, write, or do arithmetic at grade level.  The urgency is compounded when we 
consider studies linking educational achievement to a country’s economic growth (Duncan, Kalil 
& Ziol-Guest, 2017; Pelinescu, 2015).  These statistics demonstrate that our current education 
model is not working and is leading our country toward economic stagnation.  The education 
crisis within the United States demands change. 
In a climate of educational discontent where some propose drastic changes to public 
education, Community Schools are an education solution that embrace and build upon existing 
public school structures (Stevens, Vryonides, Dworkin, & Treviño, 2018).  Community Schools 
adjust the school environment by expanding resource access without dismantling traditional 
teaching methods, conventional school buildings, or hallmark academic subjects.  Harnessing the 
power and expertise of the local community, Community Schools are being touted as a low-cost 
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solution to our education crisis2 (Kronick & Basma, 2017).  Viewing schools as paid for with 
taxpayer dollars, Community Schools push communities to retake ownership of their local 
educational infrastructure, support it, and utilize it as a resource hub.  This is particularly 
important for communities who have been minoritized3 and/or are living in poverty4.  
Community Schools are making strides toward equity by giving communities access to needed 
resources and helping empower them to decide what those resources should be.  Expanding 
access while using the existing educational structures means that Community Schools can effect 
change quickly across the widest margin of children – those who attend their local public school.  
Indeed, the education crisis demands swift action, and Community Schools are not the 
only proposed fast-change plan in play.  From charter schools to voucher programs, strategies are 
proposed that introduce an element of choice within public education.  As we will explore in 
 
2 The education crisis within the United States references the declining performance of K-12 
students on standards-based charting of test scores, graduation rates, and reading/math 
proficiencies as compared globally.   
3 I use this term as opposed to the word minority, in order to acknowledge the biased, colonial 
process of declaring one group as minor compared to another.  As used by Benitez (2010), the 
word ‘minoritized’ refers to a process that reflects a critical understanding of structural and 
institutional actions when referencing individuals who are different racially, culturally, or 
economically.  I intentionally use this action word to encourage reflection about the typical use 
of the noun or adjective ‘minority’ which denotes classification.  
4 The Center for Poverty Research (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2017) 
defines poverty as having an income less than what is needed to cover basic needs. 
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chapter two, these types of fast-change solutions trumpet the element of choice but are only able 
to provide this for select families that are able to take advantage of it.  Without the means to buy 
their way into a private education or move their family to a new district with better performing 
schools, families can find themselves unable to provide their children with educational 
opportunities similar to their wealthier peers.   
According to the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2017), wealth plays a large part in 
educational disparities (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services).  Based on extensive data 
regarding the effects of wealth in our country, the group has shown that the gap between high- 
and low-income families accounts for a quarter of the difference in high school graduation rates 
and half of the difference within college attendance (Duncan et al., 2017).  Moreover, U.S. 
median household incomes have stagnated, there is a growing discrepancy in savings across 
income levels, and housing costs continue to rise beyond the means of low-income families 
(Stiglitz, 2018).  Indeed, economic disparities plague our low-income communities, and those 
without a diploma, technical certification, or college education can face difficulties in finding 
gainful employment with a living wage.  Although education may be hailed as a sure path out of 
poverty, these findings show that poverty suppresses academic potential.   
Without intervention, educational disparities will continue to grow.  If Horace Mann’s 
assumption about school acting as “the great equalizer of the conditions of man” is true, then our 
public education system in its current format is systemically failing low-income students and 
families (1848, p. 669).  How can education leaders ensure that all students are receiving the 
educational, health, and social services they need to graduate from high school, find gainful 
employment, and be socially prepared for adulthood?  
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Community Schools 
Community Schools are one solution to systemic educational inequities that can hold 
back, in particular, minoritized students and families who are economically disadvantaged.  This 
nation-wide initiative takes a holistic approach to education for both children and the larger 
school community.  Community Schools address the mental, physical, and academic issues that 
affect a large portion of the United States’ K-12 youth and families (Luna, 2011).  Hungry, scared, 
or sick children inevitably face more difficulties learning than do their fed, secure, and healthy 
counterparts.  Identifying and tackling the physical, social, and emotional issues of students can 
allow students to focus on learning and teachers to focus on teaching. 
It is impossible to control all the barriers affecting students and their efforts to learn, but 
families and communities can be provided access to the resources necessary to combat these 
obstacles.  This means that when students walk through the schoolhouse doors and sit at their 
desks, they have all the prerequisites they need to effectively learn.  The idea behind a 
Community School is to identify and provide these fundamentals, as well as increase youth and 
community engagement, among other unique and community-specific goals.   
Because of the variance in school communities and the variety of community-specific 
goals, the term “Community Schools” can refer to a wide range of programs and services.  The 
community and site-specific operations of each Community School dictate the actions taken, 
thereby making the term difficult to define precisely.  But the Coalition for Community Schools, 
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which coordinates the largest association of Community Schools (CS5) in the world, defines a 
CS as: 
… Both a place and a set of partnerships between the school and other community 
resources.  Its integrated focus on academics, health and social services, youth 
and community development and community engagement leads to improved 
student learning, stronger families, and healthier communities.  Schools become 
centers of the community and are open to everyone – all day, every day, evenings 
and weekends. (2017b)  
In addition to this central definition, all CS use a public school or local building as a hub of 
resources that is operated with taxpayer dollars and, thus, owned by the community.  
Furthermore, every CS provides services as determined by the community itself through local 
and regional partnerships.  Most have a Community School Manager, Site Resource Coordinator, 
or School Coordinator6 who works within the community to build partnerships, foster 
relationships, and coordinate additional services at the school site.  Finally, successful CS 
operate under the guidance of local site-based Steering Committees that are comprised of the 
school’s Coordinator, school leadership and staff, parents, and community leaders.  CS have a 
 
5 CS will be used most often in the document in place of the overarching term “Community 
Schools” but may also refer to an individual community school to maintain coherence and 
acronym consistency. 
6 This term list is not exhaustive.  The terminology and responsibilities of the staff member who 
manages the Community School strategy varies widely.  In this document, the terms used are 
Community School Coordinator, CS Coordinator, or simply, Coordinator. 
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vested interest in bringing in minoritized voices, ensuring their CS is run by and for the whole 
community. 
The education field is enacting positive changes through the CS model.  Research shows 
academic gains, drops in behavioral referrals, reductions in tardiness, increases in the access to 
and use of health services, the availability of nutritious food, and more engaged communities, 
among other benefits (Anderson-Butcher & Palut, 2013; Castrechini, 2011; Dearing, 2016; 
Dryfoos, 2000; Kronick, 2017; McDaniels, 2018; Nicely, 2016; Rasic, Collins & Clark, 2014; 
Sanders, 2016; Soska & Butterfield, 2013).  This research represents a fraction of the positive 
data emerging from CS, which are still in their infancy in regards to being studied.  At the rate 
CS are developing, more investigation is needed to track their efficacy across varied contexts. 
Undeniably, CS are expanding at a rapid pace and are currently one of the fastest growing 
educational strategies in the United States (Coalition for Community Schools, 2017a).  Whereas 
in 2007 there were only 33 operating CS in the United States, there are now as many as 7,500 in 
44 states, serving over five million students (Coalition for Community Schools, 2016; Coalition 
for Community Schools, 2017a; Martinez, Hayes, & Silloway, 2013).  With such swift 
expansion, dedicated research across varied contexts will be necessary to understand the current 
CS climate, which CS approaches should be used or modified, and how to plan for growth.   
Rural Community Schools 
 While many modern CS started in an urban context (Anderson, Chen, Min & Watkins, 
2017; Coe, Silva, Patterson & Nuñez-Janes, 2009; Green, Gooden, Horsford, & Vasquez Heilig, 
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2014;), growth is pushing this initiative into rural communities.  This classification7 becomes 
significant when combined with the considerable number of people and mileage that fall into its 
designation.  It can be easy to forget that 1 in 5 Americans live in a rural area or that 72% of the 
nation’s land is considered rural (U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service, 
2017; United States Census Bureau, 2017).  Scant research is available regarding CS in rural 
contexts.  My research in academic libraries over the course of three years yielded zero relevant 
results when searching for combinations of “rural” and “community schools.”  During the 2018 
national CS conference with over 500 workshops, lectures, site visits, and roundtable options, 
not a single option covered rural schools (Coalition for Community Schools Program, 2018).  
Working in a rural CS and watching the rapid expansion of CS into rural areas prompted the 
question: why are these populations being left out of CS research?  I wondered, what might 
families in these areas say, if given the opportunity, about the thunderous development of CS in 
their rural communities?  
Research Motivation 
 This research brought together my professional background in education, my former role as 
a CS Coordinator in a rural CS, and my scholarly interest in educational equity and social justice.  
The more CS research I engaged with, the more intrigued I became with how unique each CS 
really is – formatted to fit its own community's needs.  I wondered how these communities felt 
about CS and how CS might have affected their families’ lives.  I found research that included the 
perspectives of principals, teachers, CS Coordinators, and even students, but found that the voices 
 
7 See Definition of Terms section on page 15 for more information on the multifaceted, nuanced, 
and situational meaning of the term ‘rural’. 
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of rural families8 were entirely missing.  Their inclusion is crucial to moving forward with tailored 
solutions to educational inequity in rural communities.  Their voices can help us understand 
whether or not CS create educational equity within a previously inequitable educational landscape.  
My hope was to start building a body of research that chronicled how families at a rural CS 
experienced the wraparound services provided by an established CS initiative. 
Research Context 
 The context of this research was one 7th and 8th grade CS in a rural community in the 
Southeastern United States.  This site was selected for the school’s setting within the rural 
context9, the researcher’s ability to attain permissions from the school district and CS personnel, 
and the accessibility of the location.  This study focused on a public school in its third year as a 
CS, where families conveyed a familiarity with various services and opportunities.  With several 
years of experience to draw from, this community was a prime candidate for study. 
Vade County 
 Vade County is located in the Southeastern United States and its 2019 census statistics 
indicated a median household income of $36,500.  The population of Vade county, nearly 90% 
White, was approximately 260,000 (2017).  The Vade County public school district employed 
over 3,500 employees at 45 schools that served approximately 25,000 students (Vade County 
Schools, 2017).  Nationally, Vade County is considered a small to medium-sized school district 
and has an annual operating budget of close to $250,000,000 annually.  Annual testing scores 
showed that approximately 55% of Vade County 3rd grade students were reading and performing 
 
8 I use the term families with the intent to include guardianship of any kind for a student. 
9 See page 15 for more information. 
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at grade level in math.  A majority of the elementary, middle, high, and alternative schools were 
located outside the city limits, with about 10% of the schools within city limits.   
In 2013, the Vade county school district began working with a local branch of a national 
not-for-profit operational partner to improve Vade County’s global competitiveness.  Over the 
course of the next four years and working with more than 50 community partners, four schools 
were designated as CS to create a network across Vade County.  At the time of this publication, 
the CS network was continuing to grow, with intentions to add one new CS each year. 
Empire Middle School 
Empire Middle was the 2nd CS addition and can be found on the outskirts of Vade 
County.  Although it is considered part of the city for postal codes and is located within the 
metropolitan statistical area, it is still is a 15-minute drive to the city limits.  Students come from 
a wide perimeter around the school and some bus commutes take over an hour.  Empire Middle 
is not located on public transportation lines.   
The school has a long history and deep connections to its community.  Empire Middle 
was built in the 1950s and originally served as the high school for the area.  Many current 
parents attended school there.  The school population, approximately 700 seventh and eighth 
graders, is more racially mixed than the county area, with 72% of students identifying as White 
and Non-Hispanic, 13% Hispanic, and 13% Black.  School test scores reported 33% of Empire 
students reading at grade level and 35% performing on grade level in math.  Reported income 
shows 78% of students at the school qualified for free breakfast and lunch.  This small, insular 
school at the foothills of a mountain range is not terribly far from the hurried activity of the city 
but is just far enough to distance residents without reliable transportation from needed resources.  
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The need to bring these resources closer to families was one of the reasons the CS strategy was 
selected for Empire Middle School.   
Significance of the Problem  
In recent years, the United States has seen CS rise at a meteoric rate (Coalition for 
Community Schools, 2018).  Unfortunately, research and data regarding the manifold successes10 
of CS has not kept pace with the growth of this initiative.  If the United States is to continue 
using CS as a remedy for its struggling school systems, it is imperative to track how these 
initiatives are impacting those within their spheres of influence.  Tracking the footprint of CS on 
families provides a more holistic perspective of the possible benefits or detriments of this 
strategy.   
There is a rise in advocacy and implementation of CS in rural areas due to the support 
this strategy can offer rural communities.  Two major challenges that rural schools face are 
increasing engagement and finding opportunities for funding (Williams, 2010).  Research shows 
that CS stimulate community engagement, an essential need for communities physically cut off 
from resources and services (Melaville, Jacobson, & Blank, 2011).  Rural schools in financially 
strapped counties often suffer from a lack of funding; opportunities for funding rural education 
 
10 Success of a CS typically refers to matters such as raising rates of academic achievement, 
increasing opportunities for better health and wellness, and building the capacity of communities 
to effect collective change.  It is important to note that the communities within each CS should 
self-define what success means to them, making each CS notion of success unique and 
potentially different.  Please see the national context section for correlating CS research studies. 
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can be coveted and scarce.  The U.S. Department of Education (2019) currently offers 
competitive CS implementation grants with preference awarded specifically to rural schools. 
While CS are moving into rural areas, there is insufficient research available on rural CS.  
The vast area these populations come from only magnifies the significance of this problem.  The 
2010 census estimated that over 20% of the United States’ population is living in a rural area 
(United States Census Bureau, 2017), and rural school districts make up more than 53% of 
school systems in the country (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018).  This means that 
the field of CS research is excluding the data from a large portion of schools and families in the 
United States.  
If CS are going to be implemented in rural areas, it is imperative that the scope of data 
about rural CS be expanded.  As an undeniably significant portion of the nation, it is crucial that 
rural families be included in CS research to prevent their voices from becoming marginalized.  
With no known research that tracks the experience of rural CS families, a gap existed in the 
research literature.  This study endeavored to begin filling that gap.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to depict the perspectives of families at a rural CS with the 
intent of adding their voices to the body of CS research.  I collected and analyzed data from 
participants’ phenomenological interviews to identify similarities across experiences within the 
study.  By gathering this data, I intended to contribute to CS research and to help guide future 
implementation of rural CS initiatives as they continue to expand nationally.   
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Research Question 
 As this was a descriptive study, it did not endeavor to test any hypotheses or theories 
about rural CS or the families within.  Rather, this research study inquired into and described the 
experiences of rural families within one CS initiative.  My research question was: 
What is the experience of families at a rural CS? 
In line with this inquiry, the request made of research participants in this study was: 
Please describe your families’ experiences of the CS initiative at Empire Middle. 
I asked each participant this question with the intent to dialogue about their experiences.  I 
interviewed participants using phenomenological methodology, which will be outlined further in 
chapter three.  
Organization of Study 
In this introduction, I have laid out a brief foundation for the U.S. education crisis, 
introduced the concept of a CS, and touched on my motivations for this research.  I have also 
defined the context of the specific site for this study and examined the significance and purpose 
of this research.  Next, I stated the overarching research question of the study.  After presenting 
the organization of the study, I will introduce and define the key terms used throughout this 
study. 
The second chapter will review the literature of (in)equitable education, modern U.S. 
education reform, and global educational discourses.  I will discuss current debates and strategies 
in U.S. education, and introduce the concept and history of CS.  Next, I will cover the 
importance of family voice and the context of rural communities.  After establishing a 
foundation of past research, the third chapter will move into the motivation for 
phenomenological research and the philosophy and design for this study.  Chapter three will also 
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address the process of site identification, participant recruitment, data collection and analysis.  I 
will present the findings of participant interviews and identified themes in chapter four as well as 
the structural descriptions and essence statement of family experiences at a rural CS.  Chapter 
five will discuss limitations, connections to previous studies, new findings, and conclusions.  The 
implications for practice and potential future research will also be discussed. 
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Definition of Terms 
 The following definitions may help to inform readers and promote a deeper 
understanding of the study. 
Academic Success – This term is often used to refer to standardized test scores.  In this 
study, academic success will be the grade and/or other classroom-specific measurement 
indicating proficiency (50% and above) in various academic concepts.  Ideally, academic success 
would indicate understanding at or near 100%. 
Community Schools – My understanding of Community Schools (CS) is most aligned 
with Joy Dryfoos (1998) in her belief that the schoolhouse is a “piece of real estate we all own” 
(p. 139).  As such, taxpayers should view the school as a resource interconnected with the 
community that could be open mornings, nights, weekends, and holidays, depending on 
community need.  Dryfoos (1998) imagines offering needed services to the community right 
from the schoolhouse door (health, mental, dental, and social services, among others).  CS 
reimagine the schoolhouse as a central hub of learning, health, and well-being for students, 
families, and the surrounding community.  The context of every CS is unique, so it follows that 
the building could be used in whatever manner best serves the community.  Ideally, this would 
be determined by the community itself. 
CS Initiative, CS Strategy – These phrases can be used interchangeably with the term 
“Community School” to refer to any and all of the programs, relationships, partnerships, 
engagement activities or other facets initiated or developed from the onset of becoming a 
Community School. 
Qualitative Research – An umbrella concept for various forms of research that uses rich, 
in-depth descriptions to understand and explain social phenomena (Levy, 2006; Merriam, 1998). 
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Parent, Family Member – Referring to person(s) who serve(s) as caregiver(s) to a child. 
Phenomenology – This qualitative research method investigates the meaning(s) of lived 
experiences (Creswell, 1998).   
Phenomenological Study – An approach to research that seeks to capture the essence or 
meaning of a phenomenon through comprehensive descriptions, structural analysis, and essence 
statement (Moustakas, 1994). 
Poverty – The Center for Poverty Research defines poverty as having an income less 
than what is needed to cover basic needs (e.g. food, shelter, healthcare, etc.).  In this study, the 
term “economically disadvantaged” refers to those who are living at or near the poverty line.  At 
the time of writing, the U.S. Department for Health and Human Services had set the poverty line 
at $25,100 for a family of four.  
Rural – According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2018) the Census 
Bureau has defined rural territory as five or more miles from an urban cluster.  Specifically, this 
study focuses on a school considered “Distant Rural,” which is more than fie but less than 25 
miles from an urban cluster.  There are tensions associated with this definition, as the 
Department of Education (DOE) has strict guidelines to define the term “rural.”  This creates a 
grey area of schools located outside of city limits but not far enough to be DOE-defined as 
“rural.”  A school’s designation as rural or non-rural is important, as it can prevent eligibility for 
funding opportunities.  Schools in this grey area do not quality for rural school federal funding, 
yet also suffer significantly from geographic isolation, limited access to economic opportunity, 
and medical vulnerability due to lack of access and transportation.  Illustratively, the school site 
for this research qualifies as rural by both the Department of Agriculture and Census standards, 
but does not fall in the DOE’s definition of “rural” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).  The nuanced 
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nature of the urban to rural continuum is explored in the Center for American Progress policy 
brief (Olugbenga & Willingham, 2019).   
Student Success – For the purposes of this study, student success will be defined as 
having the social, emotional, and academic experiences needed to progress successfully into 
higher education and/or the workforce.  This includes graduating high school, finding gainful 
employment, and being socially prepared for adulthood. 
Success – Not to be confused with academic success, the success of an individual is 
defined by Maslow (1970) as the attainment of basic human needs.  The more needs attained, the 
happier and healthier an individual will be. 
Urban Cluster – The area encompassing the range of a city and its suburbs (National 







Equal opportunity is the crux of the American dream.  Americans are reared to believe 
that with hard work and dedication, they will succeed.  For many, this idea is simply a dream – 
and one that has been denied across generations (Kozol, 2005; Coalition for Community 
Schools, 2014; Lareau, 2011).  Impediments to success can take many forms.  Some, such as 
lack of access to dental care, or exposure to violence are readily apparent; others, such as lack of 
access to high-quality mental health care, reliable transportation, or extracurricular enrichment, 
are less easily identified.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016) reveals data about an American 
population struggling with unemployment, underemployment, and salaries below the living 
wage.  How might these struggles be preempted to ensure that our adult population has a fair 
chance at success? 
Providing children with a healthy educational experience can equip them with the social, 
emotional, and academic experiences needed to progress successfully into higher education 
and/or the workforce.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016) establishes that high-quality 
educational attainment is directly linked to future employment and financial freedom.  High-
quality schools, as outlined in the Every Student Succeeds Act (U.S. Department of Education, 
2017), include provisions such as kindergarten readiness, a well-rounded curriculum, targeted 
support, and engaged families and communities, among others.  Unfortunately, access to high-
quality public schooling remains a stubborn problem and many students are still underserved.  
High-income areas have public schools that have more access to resources while lower-income 
areas have less access and often simultaneously include struggling communities with less 
 18 
developed infrastructure, more crime, and generational poverty.  Clearly, not all educational 
experiences offer equal chances for success.  Well-intentioned policies are written and re-written 
to try and mitigate these factors, but they will not necessarily impact or even reach each and 
every school across the country.  Equitable education is still a distant dream for many 
Americans. 
So, what is educational equity?  When we think about equitable education, the term that 
often comes to mind is “equal” or “the same.”  While educational equality means giving all 
children the same resources, educational equity means giving students the resources they need 
for success from both a systems and an individual perspective.  Equity in education means 
recognizing the barriers to individual and group success and providing the tools to reduce or 
break down those barriers.  Equity is fair, inclusive, differentiated, and adjusts for contextual, 
academic, and monetary variances.  For one classroom, that might mean additional time to take a 
standardized test in English, while another might require funding to renovate a plumbing system 
that tests positive for lead.  The differentiated nature of educational equity can make it difficult 
to recognize and address.   
The most visible forms of educational inequities materialize in association with income 
inequality.  In a report highlighting “Equity and Opportunity Gaps” in the United States, the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights (2016) found teacher attrition, faulty discipline 
practices, lack of high-quality teaching, and general staffing gaps plague the schools in the 
poorest regions of the United States.  Economically disadvantaged students, racially minoritized 
students, learners of English as a second language, and students with special needs are simply 
not offered the same opportunities as their wealthier peers (U.S. Department of Education, 
 19 
2016).  Statistics highlighting the connections between educational inequity and income 
inequality are readily accessible in educational research. 
Connections between systemic income inequality and education are expertly presented in 
the writings of both Jean Anyon and Annette Lareau.  Anyon’s Radical Possibilities (2012) 
discusses the systemic inequities that afflict our federal policies.  The broader issue of economic 
inequality bleeds into the education field and the need for organizing, advocacy, and the support 
of community organizations is vital to enacting lasting change.  Anyon proposes that without 
addressing macroeconomic policy, existing reform movements are doomed to fail.  In Unequal 
Childhoods (2011), Lareau outlines how social class, economic limitations, racial influence, and 
schooling play into a child’s ability to graduate and achieve social mobility.  Without proper 
support, it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to move far beyond the economic 
circumstances of one’s upbringing.  Both Anyon and Lareau state clearly that educational 
inequities can be traced back to income inequality, a growing national issue. 
There is ample evidence that the problem of economic inequities is widespread in the 
United States and impacts schooling across the nation.  The Southern Education Foundation 
(2015) found that more than 50% of children in the United States live in poverty – a number that 
continues to grow.  Children living in poverty often have their basic needs neglected, and they 
face problems such as food insecurity, homelessness, chronic abuse, or trauma (Berliner, 2013; 
Massey & Tannen, 2016).  These needs are statistically linked to income, meaning students 
living in poverty are disproportionately affected by these issues when compared to their 
wealthier peers (Berliner, 2013).  Regardless of the quality of education a school is able to 
provide, a hungry or distressed child will most likely not reap the full benefits.  Decisively, these 
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types of barriers prevent economically disadvantaged students from receiving an equitable 
educational experience.   
If education is to serve as a vehicle to carry all youth into adult success, it cannot 
continue in its current inequitable state.  Thankfully, change is a familiar concept to the United 
States’ public education system.  Historical reform is what pushed schooling from a privilege 
restricted for wealthy elites to a public service for all.  Creating a system that provides not just 
basic schooling but educational opportunities for all Americans is central to the U.S. education 
reform movement. 
History of Modern U.S. Education Reform 
The concept of education reform is both historical and ever-changing.  Horace Mann is 
credited with the creation of mandatory, free, statewide public schools in the early to mid-1800s 
(Spring, 2008b).  According to Joel Spring’s The American School (2008b), the expansion of 
public education continued throughout that century, past the civil war, Reconstruction, and into 
the Progressive Era, which supported social activism.  Following World War II and during the 
Cold War, public education exhibited an increased focus on preparing students for STEM fields 
and provided more funding for educational opportunities.  In 1965, the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act and Higher Education Act targeted economically disadvantaged 
populations to improve public education opportunities and college and career access (Spring, 
2008b).  Despite these efforts, education and economic disparities grew.  In the United States, 
almost three-fourths of employees experienced a wage decrease between the early 70s and early 
80s, signifying a grave economic downturn (Anyon, 2012). 
As the U.S. was in the midst of this economic downturn in the 1970s, the Department of 
Education released “A Nation at Risk,” which highlighted an alarming trend of declining 
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academic achievement in public schools (Spring, 2008b).  At the report’s encouragement to 
prioritize public schooling to enhance economic opportunity, the concept of standards-based 
education was birthed (Cremin, 1990).  This model sought to standardize the curricula and 
educational practices for teachers, and created educational standards for students.  The intent was 
to hold teachers, schools, and districts accountable for student achievement.  While a few states 
piloted these theories, most accepted these ideas as just theoretical.   
In 1994, the Improving America’s Schools Act was passed, a change that reinforced a 
definite need for student achievement to be held to a standard.  The act outlined standards-based 
reforms (SBR).  SBR introduced concepts such as broad-spectrum academic expectations for 
students; aligned system components across curricula, instruction, and assessment; and universal 
assessment and accountability for teachers and school districts (Hamilton, Stecher, & Yuan, 
2008).  SBR provided more concrete perspectives on reform and states began to take steps 
toward the creation of academic standards in their school districts.  This act was revisited in 2001 
with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  NCLB allowed for states to individually develop 
standards.  NCLB also included funding for Title One, a targeted funding opportunity for low-
income schools.  By the early 2000s, every state had adopted an accountability system to 
promote school improvement.  Unfortunately, these systems varied widely and did not address 
equity issues, which continued to grow (Hamilton, Stecher, & Yuan, 2008).   
Indeed, achievement gaps grew between high-income and low-income or minoritized 
youth during the early to mid 2000s.  The Race-To-The-Top initiative was announced in 2009 
(Zavadsky, 2009).  This initiative provided financial grants to school districts that demonstrated 
innovation and improved evaluation results.  The Common Core State Standards initiative 
quickly followed, which instigated common centralized national standards to curricula and 
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standardized testing in schools (Zavadsky, 2009).  These reforms moved the United States closer 
to a common academic accountability system among states and attempted to promote equal 
opportunity in education. 
Despite these multilayered attempts at education reform, disparities in education have 
grown even larger for economically disadvantaged and minoritized groups over the past decade.  
The “Every Student Succeeds Act” (ESSA, U.S. Department of Education, 2017) went into 
effect in the winter of 2018 and is the latest policy attempt to alleviate the growing gap in student 
achievement.  This act targets the students who have been most underserved in the past two 
decades: students in poverty, students who received special education services, students with 
limited English proficiencies, and minoritized students (U.S. Department of Education, 2011, 
2017).  It is the first act to recognize and target improvement for these groups with a focus on 
educating and reporting results to families and communities.  As policy moves toward greater 
transparency, schools are tasked with ensuring that they are providing quality educational 
experiences for every student.  ESSA is the most recent endeavor for U.S. public education to 
self-correct its long-standing record of underserving certain populations.  The goal is to move the 
country toward equitable educational opportunity, accountability, and transparency across 
cultural, economic, and ablest lines.   
Educational Discourses: The Knowledge Economy and Lifelong Learning 
Through ESSA, equity has been identified as a current focus of education reform in the 
United States, which, in itself, is progress.  But practical implementation of these reforms may be 
another story altogether.  Data shows that schools are inequitable and failing, and perspectives 
still differ on how to best move forward (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).  When faced 
with failing schools, two major global educational discourses exist.   
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Joel Spring skillfully outlines these discourses in Globalization of Education (2008a).  
The first addresses the Knowledge Economy.  This discourse focuses on human capital and the 
necessity of educating students for the workplace.  The idea is that a knowledge-based economy 
encourages the creation of highly-skilled workers who understand and drive technological 
advancements.  Through the dissemination of knowledge, a solid workforce can emerge, leading 
the country to be globally competitive.  This discourse prizes a neoliberal approach to education 
reform.  Neoliberal school reform endorses the privatization of traditional school services in the 
hope that marketplace competition will drive the free market toward supporting high-achieving 
schools.  It is assumed that low-achieving schools will be put out of business by a lack of support 
from the public.  In turn, the remaining high-achieving schools will lead to successful adults who 
are able to contribute to that marketplace. 
The second discourse addresses Lifelong Learning.  This discourse has a humanist 
approach, encouraging not only the learning of basic skills, but indicating that students should 
also be adept at communication, teamwork, and critical thinking.  Those who embrace the 
educational aims of Lifelong Learning view education as a means to cultivate individual promise 
and social growth.  In an ever-changing landscape, Lifelong Learning skills are thought to be the 
key features of an agile and adaptive populace.  In this discourse, the public supports schools as 
the primary means to create successful young adults.  It posits that with individual and social 
growth, the learning of interpersonal skills, and the wide dissemination of knowledge, a more 
globally competitive citizenry will emerge. 
Current Debates in Education 
In light of these educational discourses, how might issues of educational inequity in the 
United States be addressed in an inequitable landscape?  Two streams of thought are prevalent in 
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the public sector: one considers privatization and marketplace competition, and the other seeks to 
bolster the existing public school system and by adding structural supports.  I will explore both 
of these concepts below, beginning with school choice initiatives. 
School Choice Initiatives 
 Two of the largest alternative programs attempting to fix public education while 
supporting marketplace competition are voucher programs and charter schools.  Often advertised 
as “school choice” initiatives, these two programs are gaining political power in our current 
federal administration (Malone, Malone & Kanopy, 2016; Schneider, 2016).  As such, it is 
prudent to explore these practices from a perspective that centers on educational equity. 
Voucher Programs.  Milton Friedman is considered the father of school choice in the 
United States.  In 1955, Milton Friedman introduced the idea of school vouchers to give families 
more choice in where to send their children to school.  He advocated for free market principles to 
be enacted in the realm of education.  The idea was to permit families to leave failing schools 
and use the public tax dollars associated with their child in other locations (Spring, 2008a).  In 
some ways, the transfer of money from one school to the next can be seen as a family’s “vote” 
that the alternative school is better, and thus more deserving of their dollars.  The underlying 
argument of voucher programs is that a free market will result in improved school performance 
because financial incentives will keep only the best schools in operation.  
Proponents of voucher programs, currently implemented in some form in 14 states, feel 
that creating a system of educational competition is the best way to mediate inequities within the 
educational system.  Voucher programs allow for the use of public funding to be redirected 
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toward schools regardless of zoning11.  This might include a public school in another 
neighborhood or private school tuition at parent request (Mead, 2015).  Some private schools go 
so far as to have a majority of their student body comprised of voucher-enrolled students, 
blurring the lines between where public school ends and private school begins.  Families using 
vouchers for private schools often could not otherwise afford this route (Wixom, 2017).   
Complications with the voucher system are extensive.  Contested issues include the 
inequities experienced by families lacking the time or transportation to take their child to the new 
school, the economic capital to make up the potential difference in tuition beyond the state-
funded voucher, or even the social capital12 to navigate the process of voucher and private school 
applications (Wixom, 2017).  Finally, the central point of contention within voucher programs is 
that of redirected annual funds.  This money pays for school facilities, the salary of personnel, 
and supplies.  In theory, these funds could be used toward the improvement of the existing public 
school (Mead, 2015).  Lacking said funds, a public school has little chance to improve, and 
would potentially continue to lose students to the voucher-funded institution until forced to close 
due to low enrollment.  Students without the means or know-how to transfer are left behind at 
 
11 Zoning refers to the policy that connects a child’s home to a specific public school.  Homes 
fall within a school’s radius as determined by the school board or city governance, creating a 
zone of students who are permitted to attend that institution.  Students living outside the school’s 
designated zone are not allowed to attend without permission. 
12 A term coined by Pierre Bourdieu (1992), social capital describes the resources that one 
accrues or has access to in relation to a system of relationships.  One example might be the 
knowledge of how to complete a competitive private school application for a child. 
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these failing public institutions and are at the mercy of the market.  This is one clear example of 
the vicious cycle of educational marketplace competition.  
Charter Schools.  Charter schools are another option that encourages marketplace 
competition.  Using public money, charging no tuition, and granted independence from most 
local governing bodies, charter schools have gained traction in the political landscape with 
support from both Democrats and Republicans alike (Marshall, 2017; Rees, 2015).  Charter 
refers to the governance of the school, which is often operated independently from traditional 
school districts.  The autonomy granted to charter schools removes them from many of the 
bureaucratic limitations and red tape that, some believe, hinder progress in public schools.  
Currently, there are over 6,800 charter schools operating nationwide (National Alliance for 
Public Charter Schools, 2017).  For families living in an area with low-performing public 
schools, without the mobility or social capital to change school assignments, the promise of a 
charter school can be alluring.  Offering immediate local transfers and often boasting beautiful 
new buildings, charters can appear a welcome option to a failing local school.  While some 
charters have little oversight and little to no change in student academic success13, others can 
indeed provide an excellent educational experience for those fortunate enough to attend them 
(Brown & Makris, 2018; Grinberg & Kessler, 2017).  However, a wide array of research shows 
that charter schools are also afflicted with issues of equity and access.  Charter schools often lack 
diversity within the student body, offer limited transportation, utilize under-experienced and/or 
under-prepared teachers, and often involve lengthy application processes that do not guarantee 
admission to all students (Bitz & SpringerLink, 2016; Brown & Makris, 2018; Darling-
 
13 See page 14 for definition of Academic Success. 
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Hammond & Montgomery, 2008; Marshall, 2017).  Further, students leaving the public school 
system to attend a charter school cost the state in lost revenue.  For example, in Ohio, a single 
student who leaves a public school costs the system $5,800 annually from shared tax revenue – 
money that would otherwise be allocated to their school district of residence (Ohio School 
Boards Association, 2014).  These financial losses can leave already strained school districts 
without the means to support the students who remain.  
 The creation and support of both voucher programs and charter schools offer choices to 
communities who might not have other options.  Unfortunately, those choices are limited by 
families’ access to transportation, their social capital, and the number of available enrollments, 
among others.  For states, it also entrenches a divisive line between personal freedom and the 
constitutional obligation to provide an equitable educational experience for all (Mead, 2015).  
While voucher programs and charter schools might be feasible options to serve some students, 
others are left behind.  If the goal is equity, voucher programs and charter schools are often 
unable to deliver.  It begs the question: are educational equity and school choice truly 
compatible? 
America has not yet solved the education crisis for millions of students.  To do so will 
require an educational solution that can be applied in communities nationwide, regardless of 
cultural context.  It will need to increase educational equity, have a low operating cost, and be 
designed for immediate implementation.  
Community Schools 
Democratic theorists see the benefit of local control that charter school models offer, but 
believe that these opportunities should be expanded to include every student (Darling-Hammond 
& Montgomery, 2008; Marshall, 2017).  Community schools (CS), which benefit from local 
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control and context but serve all of their students, are one model that can achieve this.  
Sometimes called a Community School initiative, a Community School strategy, full-service 
Community Schools, university-assisted Community Schools, community learning centers, or 
communities in schools, these institutions provide strategic services and develop relationships, 
partnerships, and educational experiences that lead to better outcomes for young people and their 
communities (Coalition for Community Schools, 2017b).  The importance of this model is its 
connection to the people within its community, ensuring that their culture, needs, and voices 
drive the local CS initiative and benefit every student.  CS serve as a reform-oriented upgrade to 
the existing public school model by facilitating strategies such as building supports to relieve the 
demands on day-school staff, providing new and unique learning opportunities for both students 
and the community, addressing health-related disparities, and building social capital (Coalition 
for Community Schools, 2017b).  Serving varied communities means there is no one-size-fits-all 
mold for a CS.   
Unique implementation at every site can make a multifaceted idea even harder to define.  
Fortunately, CS sites share foundational steps for development as well as overarching pillars for 
practice.  The National Education Association (NEA) is the largest public education organization 
in the United States (2019).  This organization outlines four steps for the planning and 
implementation of a CS strategy (NEA, 2017).  These include: 
• Creating a needs and assets assessment 
• Articulating a strategic plan with planned outcomes 
• Engaging partners in the community, and 
• Hiring a CS Coordinator 
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Through these steps a school system, nonprofit, or other community group can identify, plan and 
facilitate the development and implementation of a CS (NEA, 2017).  The CS Coordinator 
facilitates the implementation of the strategic plan and monitors the four pillars of the CS.   
Hallmark pillars of practice anchor this strategy with varied avenues of implementation.  
The Learning Policy Institute (LPI) is an independent, nonpartisan research organization that 
connects policymakers and stakeholders to evidence and ideas that strengthen the U.S. public 
education system (LPI, 2019).  In the Community Schools Playbook, the LPI created a list of four 
core pillars that must be implemented for a school to be designated as a CS (LPI, 2017).  Shared 
with the NEA, these pillars are depicted in Figure A-1 (p. 30) and include: 
• Expanded learning time and opportunities 
• Collaborative leadership and practice 
• Active family and community engagement, and 
• Integrated student and family support 
These four pillars of practice are central to every CS, but each pillar adjusts to fit the needs of the 
community it serves.  For example, one CS might offer services such as legal help and English 
language classes.  Another could focus on food assistance and mental health, while a third school 
may need to offer all four of these services.  In practice, these pillars relieve fragmentation in 
services, create social capital, empower communities to build equitable access to needed 
resources, and fuel a substantial volume of research revealing positive outcomes through CS. 
 CS contribute to equitable education by relieving the fragmentation of services that 
afflicts our public school institutions (Dryfoos, 2003; Kronick, 2000; Kronick, 2005).  CS 
function as a hub of services.  At a CS, a child in need might be able to receive dental care, math 
tutoring, after-care, and a backpack filled with food for the weekend, all at the same location.   
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Figure A-1 : Learning Policy Institute, Four Pillars of Community Schools 
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By streamlining provisions for services, disparities prevalent in low-income neighborhoods and 
school associated with fragmentation, transportation, and access, can be eliminated.   
Provisions of services are not the only way in which CS work toward equity.  CS also 
create social capital by connecting the school with its surrounding community in various 
capacities such as offering service-learning opportunities14, providing free classes or workshops, 
and fostering collective decision-making (Horton, 1990; Martinez, Hayes, & Silloway, 2013).  
The positive impacts of fostering deep connections between the community and the school 
include higher academic performance, more regular attendance by students, and higher 
educational aspirations (NEA, 2008).  Notably, these results hold true for minoritized and 
economically disadvantaged students who statistically experience higher levels of inequity in 
schools (NEA, 2008; Suitts, 2016).  When all students in a wide range of public school 
institutions are making academic progress, we know we are beginning to achieve equitable 
academic change.   
But equity goes far beyond academic success.  Maslow’s hierarchy of needs set 
foundational circumstances that must be achieved before one can attend to academic, 
psychological or self-fulfillment needs; these include having enough food and water, being 
rested, and feeling safe and secure (Maslow, 1970).  Deprivation of these needs can prevent a 
student from being able to pay attention in class, achieving academic success, or even sustaining 
 
14 As defined by Kronick et al. (2011), service-learning is serving while learning, allowing the 
student practical benefits but also advancing the group being serviced.  Mitchell (2014) expands 
this definition for critical service learning, where students help to redistribute power, seeing 
themselves as agents of social change responding to injustices within the community.  
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healthy interpersonal relationships.  Effects are far-reaching, even for students who aren’t 
receiving direct services.  For example, a student whose mental health issue is being addressed 
might translate to a more tranquil learning environment for the other 20 students in their 
classroom.  Empowering communities by attending to their fundamental needs is a holistic 
approach toward educational equity and lies at the heart of the CS strategy.  The data showing 
the positive impacts of CS reveals academic gains (e.g. higher grades, academic skills, 
performance on standardized tests) as well as heightened provision of community services, 
helping to fill those gaps in Maslow’s basic needs (Anderson-Butcher, Paluta, Sterling, & 
Anderson, 2018; Coalition for Community Schools, 2010).   
Community Schools Research and Policy.  There is ample research demonstrating how 
it is possible for most levels of Maslow’s hierarchy to be attained for both the individual and the 
community through a CS.  For example, research shows increased use of health-related services 
(Dryfoos, 2000; Nicely, 2016), higher engagement from parents, community members, and 
neighboring organizations (Castrechini, 2011; Gold, Simon & Brown, 2002; LaFrance 
Associates, 2005), reductions in absenteeism and tardiness (Anderson, Chen, Min & Howland, 
2017; Castrechini, 2011; Dryfoos, 2000; Olson, 2014; Rasic et al., 2014), drops in behavioral 
referrals (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2018; Anderson-Butcher & Palut, 2013; Dryfoos, 2000), and 
increases in academic gains (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2018; Blank, Jacobson, Melaville, & 
Pearson, 2010; Castrechini, 2011; Dearing, 2016; Dryfoos, 2000; LaFrance Associates, 2005, 
Sanders, 2016).  The data also shows landscape health changes: reductions in the existence of 
food deserts (Frndak, 2014; Kronick, 2017), reductions in the use of prescription drugs (Kronick, 
2017), higher levels of healthful eating and exercise (Alyeshmerni, Jackson, Palma-Davis, 
Durussel-Weston, & Eagle, 2014), and fewer reported levels of hunger (Anderson et al., 2014).  
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Teachers report feeling better supported and having more opportunities available to their students 
(Anderson-Butcher et al., 2018; Luter, Lester & Kronick, 2013; Rada & Lucas, 2008).  Tutoring 
data shows educational gains for students in academic need (Collins, Rasic & Taplin, 2017).  
Students report feeling generally more supported in CS as well (Castrechini & London, 2012; 
LaFrance Associates, 2005).  The wealth of positive data is staggering and demonstrates a 
provision of excellence in both academic and non-academic services. 
Due in part to this positive data, CS have seen a rise in support throughout the political 
realm, at the local and state level, and all the way up to federal policy (Coalition for Community 
Schools, 2017a).  In fact, the CS model was included in the most recent federal policy, the Every 
Student Succeeds Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2017), as it contributes to a well-rounded 
curriculum, targeted supports, and engaged communities, among other benefits (Coalition for 
Community Schools, 2016; Dulgerian, 2016).   
This support has come under fire with the 2016 change in administration and the 
appointment of the Secretary of Education, charter-champion Betsy DeVos.  DeVos is a vocal 
advocate for choice programs.  Her arguments for this model emphasize a financial incentive for 
moving away from funding public schools.  Interestingly, the CS model demonstrates a significant 
return on investment.  In a report sponsored by the Children’s Aid Society and the Finance Project 






Community Schools are one of the only school-reform strategies specifically 
designed to address both academic and non-academic issues by integrating and 
leveraging funds, working across silos, and partnering with local organizations to 
maximize resources.  Inside Community Schools, we see an intentional leveraging 
of federal, state, and local funding streams—public and private—to provide 
supports and opportunities that students need to thrive both academically and 
beyond. (Martinez et al., p. iii) 
Various metrics indicate that the CS model benefits communities socially, physically, 
academically, and economically.  In terms of specific monetary value, CS have a noticeable 
advantage; CS can leverage up to $3 of additional funding for every $1 of initial school district 
investment (Blank et al., 2010).  A recent study by McDaniel (2018) on the long-standing 
Children’s Aid-funded New York CS system showed that for every dollar invested in a public 
school using a CS strategy, that they saw a $12-$15 return.  Social Return On Investment 
(SROI) findings show that participation in CS services has a significant financial return as well 
(Martinez et al., 2013).  This means that money given to the school can be further stretched for 
broader impact.  These results have led to an explosion in the number of CS in recent years.  
There are over 7,500 operating CS across the country, and that number is growing (Coalition for 
Community Schools, 2016; Coalition for Community Schools, 2017a).  It is important to note 
that while the vast majority of CS are public schools, any school can implement a CS strategy.  
These include parochial, magnet, private, and even charter schools (Coalition for Community 
Schools, 2017b). 
Positive results and growth as outlined above might confuse one into thinking that CS 
are new or unique to the educational landscape.  In fact, the opposite is true.  Although CS have 
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shifted into mainstream focus in recent years, the concept of CS has been around for over a 
century.  In the next section, I will construct the historical lineage of CS in order to foreground 
the 125 years of scholarship and action that built the current CS movement. 
History of Community Schools 
One of the earliest proponents of CS was Jane Addams (1860-1935).  In the 1890s, Jane 
Addams started Hull House, a vocational training and citizenship instruction facility for poor and 
immigrant families in Chicago (Luna, 2011).  Addams (1910) believed that being focused on 
one’s own community afforded the neighborhood a unique way to deal with differences and to 
solve social problems.  To Addams, education and community were inseparable.  She recognized 
that the plight of the poor was a systemic and cyclical issue; Hull House provided education and 
socialization in order for Chicago’s working class to have an opportunity for social mobility 
(Benson, Harkavy, & Puckett, 2007).  Addams was also known for her work with universities 
and colleges, encouraging direct engagement among institutions to better their local communities 
and the education system as a whole (Benson et al., 2007).  As articulated by Addams, they had 
forgotten their true purpose; 
As the college changed from teaching theology to teaching secular knowledge the 
test of its success should have shifted from the power to save men’s souls to the 
power to adjust them in healthful relations to nature and their fellow men.  But the 
college failed to do this, and made the test of its success the mere collecting and 
disseminating of knowledge, elevating the means into an end and falling in love 
with its own achievement. (Addams, J., & Lagemann, 1985, p. 90) 
Addams saw the potential for the university to work with the community to change the trajectory 
of education, poverty, and social structure.  Her work lives on in the legacy of this revolutionary 
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thinking, the achievements of Hull House, and her approach to changing communities through 
the modification of social structure. 
John Dewey (1859-1952) recognized the significance of Jane Addams’ work and was a 
friend and associate (Benson et al., 2007).  Addams’ work gave Dewey a clear example of the 
critical role that communities play in the reproduction of societal structure.  In Dewey’s Dream, 
Benson, Harkavy, and Puckett (2007) skillfully articulate Dewey’s perspective, that “…public 
schools could function as the strategic agents to develop participatory democratic communities, 
which, in turn, could function as the organizational foundation of “organic” participatory 
democratic society [Dewey] had theoretically envisioned” (p. 33).  It is due to Jane Addams’ 
work that Dewey began to see “schools as social centers” (Dewey, 1916). 
Also working in Chicago, Dewey was exposed to some of the same societal issues that 
led Addams to her work at Hull House.  Dewey was alarmed at how education controlled by the 
state was limited exclusively to the “purveying of intellectual material to a number of selected 
minds” (Benson et al., 2007, p. 35).  Dewey saw opportunity for schools to serve as social 
centers of the community.  As articulated in The Schools and Society, Dewey (1943) envisioned 
school as inclusive of: 
• Socialization, convening, and getting to know one another 
• Hosting amusement and recreational events 
• Providing opportunities for specialization, classes, learning, etc. 
• Facilitating community life that increases opportunity for societal development 
The roots of CS can be traced back to these early 20th century works that link the school to the 
community and the community to the school.  
 37 
Dewey thought that by having communities take control of public schools, they could 
organize opportunities for socialization.  By working with adults as well as children, schools 
would not only educate the youth but also teach whole communities to be good citizens.  With a 
social outlet to develop local relationships and become aware of problems within the 
neighborhood, schools would, Dewey believed, help to build local alliances for change.  Dewey 
(1916) endorsed a progressive pedagogy and hands-on learning that was salient to the lived 
experiences of children in their communities; he envisioned the classroom as an opportunity for 
early democratic growth.  His vision was of a participatory democracy that would give everyone, 
regardless of social or economic standing, an opportunity to “lead long, healthy, active, peaceful, 
virtuous, happy lives” (Benson et al., 2007, p. xiii).  Dewey hoped this would have some 
influence in mitigating the unprecedented number of problems afflicting the American working 
class during his time. 
After he moved from Chicago, Dewey retreated back from a position of engagement with 
the community toward educational philosophy.  He might be best known for his thoughts on 
education as demonstrated in his structure for the Laboratory School, a revolutionary institute 
with learners at its center.  Working with his wife, Alice, Dewey formed the basic Laboratory 
School to test his unique ideas on education that catered to the natural psychological, logical, and 
social tendencies of children.  His tenure at the school lasted less than a decade, but the 
underlying ideas left a legacy.  The irony of that legacy is that Dewey himself did not move any 
closer to the creation of a Community School.  
It is unfortunate that Dewey did not bring his vision to life.  But Elsie Ripley Clapp 
(1879-1965), one of Dewey’s students, brought his ideas out of theoretical advocacy (Stack, 
2016).  Deeply invested in community problem-solving, Clapp founded schools in two rural 
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communities: Jefferson County, Kentucky, and Arthurdale, West Virginia.  Clapp describes 
Dewey’s influence in the schools as:  
[Dewey’s philosophy and vision] of the school as a social institution prompted 
our efforts to create a Community School and to participate in community 
education.  Although he is in no way responsible for what was done, everything 
that we have learned from our experiences in this attempt we learned in a special 
sense from him. (1971, p. 63) 
Using Dewey’s framework, Clapp organized two schools that served their communities as the 
center of community life; teachers were a part of the community and decision-making was done 
collectively (Benson et al., 2007).  At the Ballard School in Kentucky, Clapp used the school to 
promote resource access and camaraderie for rural families; she started by providing health and 
recreation opportunities to build trust within the community (Stack, 2016).  In her first attempt at 
education in a rural context, much of the implementation was trial-and-error, but always focused 
on working with the community.  The aim was to find a balance of cultural understanding, make 
connections and provide assistance to the local community, and impart foundational academic 
knowledge (Stack, 2016).  After the stock market crash of 1929, the Great Depression brought a 
plethora of socioeconomic issues, and Americans became increasingly concerned about losing 
their sense of community.  Eleanor Roosevelt started a pet project for community preservation 
and empowerment called the Arthurdale school.  Clapp was hired to launch and run this school.  
At Arthurdale, Clapp came to understand education as a means of social reform (Stack, 2016).  
Every step of implementation for this school was collectively voted on and enacted by the 
community.  Clapp (1971) stated, “a Community School forgoes its separateness.  It is influential 
because it belongs to its people.  They share its ideal and its work.  It takes from them and gives 
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to them” (p. 123).   Arthurdale did not last as long as Clapp would have liked and her deficit 
theories about the population served to hinder its success, but Dewey still had high praise for 
Clapp’s work.  The product of her labor embodied the CS approach that Dewey had outlined 
(Benson et al., 2007).  These models that Elsie Clapp created at both Ballard and Arthurdale give 
us some of the first successful recorded models of CS. 
 The idea of the CS during this period was not limited to Elsie Clapp’s experimental 
schools; other educators, such as Maurice Seay (1902-1988) in Kentucky, were also trying to 
create models of education that centered around the community (Benson et al., 2007).  Another 
example is Myles Horton (1905-1990), who worked with rural Appalachians to help them 
organize to protect their family land.  Horton’s work fostered a sense of agency in these rural 
populations – a key facet in CS communities (Horton, 1990).  CS continued to operate in the 
background of American education until 1978, when funding was allocated at a national level for 
HR11418, the “community education program… a program operated by a local educational 
agency providing educational, recreational, health care, cultural, and other related services for 
the community” (Govtrak, 1978).  In the 1990s several other practitioners emerged as advocates 
for the CS movement. 
 One of those practitioners was Joy Dryfoos (1925 – 2012).  Carrying CS work into the 
21st century, Dryfoos believed that the schoolhouse is a piece of real estate we all own (Dryfoos, 
1998).  As such, taxpayers should view the school as their own – a resource interconnected with 
the community that could be open mornings, nights, weekends, and holidays, depending on 
community need.  As a communal piece of real estate, the building could be used in whatever 
manner best served the community.  Dryfoos (1998) imagined offering needed services to the 
community right from the schoolhouse door (health, mental, dental, and social services, among 
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others).  Dryfoos (1998) saw the potential in removing traditional limitations on school buildings 
in order to provide a full-service model for students.  Dryfoos (1998) knew that failure during 
early schooling is one of the leading predictors of falling victim to barriers in life.  These barriers 
might include obstacles such as unemployment, gang activity, or health issues.  Coming from a 
background in public health, Dryfoos (1998) concluded that schools alone were not equipped to 
overcome the challenges students brought to the schoolhouse.  She knew that education and 
social services systems would have to work in tandem to avoid fragmentation.  
Joy Dryfoos talked about the challenge of service fragmentation in her influential 1998 
work, Full-Service Schools: A Revolution in Health and Social Services for Children, Youth, and 
Families.  In the book, she explored issues afflicting economically disadvantaged communities, 
encouraging schools to act as the connector piece to streamline services (Dryfoos, 1998).  
Dryfoos imagined schools as a primary source for health services for students and the 
surrounding community.  Situating CS from a policy perspective, Dryfoos (1998) saw potential 
for the critical organizing of neighborhoods as well.  Dryfoos knew that CS could serve as a 
vessel to align services and appeal to a universal desire to serve children. 
For children to be provided the greatest opportunity for success, Dryfoos understood that 
“Every child must be attached to a responsible adult” (Greene, 1998).  As arguably the most 
consistent institutions in a child’s life, the school and community must step in when the parent 
cannot.  With CS as a safe-haven, Dryfoos believed that communities would have a chance to 
overcome systemic forces fighting against them.  Together, they could provide a context for 
future generations to thrive. 
Dryfoos did not work in isolation.  Ira Harkavy is a peer of Dryfoos, and a key advocate 
for CS, particularly the model that harnesses the power of university partnership.  Harkavy 
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believes that universities have an obligation to improve the public education system, particularly 
in their own neighborhood (Benson et al., 2007).  When universities are involved,  
“…a much greater likelihood exists that they will significantly advance research, teaching, 
learning, and service, as well as interdisciplinary collaboration, and simultaneously reduce 
[issues impeding] the development of mutually beneficial, higher education-civic partnerships” 
(Harkavy, Hartley, Axelroth & Weeks, 2013, p. 527).  Working from within academia, Harkavy 
recognizes the power and services that universities possess to combat the systemic inequities 
afflicting local communities such as poverty, lack of access to healthful food, and inadequate 
health services (Harkavy et al., 2013).   
University partnerships can also assist with broader political changes.  It is Harkavy’s 
belief that higher institutions should be the front line in developing participatory democracy.  He 
connects with the idea of CS as a proponent for a healthy democracy and sees CS as a method to 
engage neighborhoods toward that end (Harkavy et al., 2013).  A professor and dissertation 
committee member of Ira Harkavy’s, Lee Benson endorsed and co-founded the Office of 
Community-Oriented Policy Studies [expanding into the Netter Center in 2007] with Harkavy.  
Together, Harkavy and Benson imagined how the university might mobilize internal and external 
sources to solve community problems (Zuckerman, 2012).  The goal was to encourage 
participatory democracy through implementation of a university-assisted CS.  Benson advocated 
for reshaping higher education toward university civic engagement; he was hopeful that through 
this mission, university students would become engaged, democratic citizens (Benson, Harkavy, 
Johanek, & Puckett, 2009).  Through CS, Benson wanted to simultaneously reorient universities 
toward community-based problem solving, foster a sense of civic responsibility in university 
students, and pave a path for children to become democratic citizens (Benson et al., 2009).  The 
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University of Pennsylvania (Penn) was amenable to Benson and Harkavy’s mission in theory as 
well as supportive both financially and in daily practice in departments across campus.            
The success of the Netter Center was, in large part, due to the support of Penn.  The Netter 
Center continues to see success with not only regional planning but also with local Penn students 
working, volunteering, and co-learning in West Philadelphia each semester.  Opportunities to 
plug into the local community’s public school system allows the university to serve as a front 
line in developing democratic participation in Penn’s students.  This partnership currently serves 
as a top model for university-assisted CS across the nation (Netter Center, 2018). 
In addition to the Netter Center, several other practitioners and researchers are 
contributing to the robust development of the CS movement across the country.  These include: 
Henry Taylor, responsible for recounting the involvement of universities in the revitalization of 
urban neighborhoods with the Perry Choice Neighborhood Initiative; Robert Kronick, who 
spearheaded the University-Assisted CS in Knoxville, TN; Jeanita Richardson, who chronicled 
the experiences of the James Adams School, a segregated CS run by her grandparents; and Gavin 
Luter, who led the Wisconsin CS movement, among others. 
 Each of these practitioners and researchers played a vital role in developing the national 
CS landscape.  It is important to note that this work was not done in a vacuum, requiring the hard 
work and dedication of community leaders, educational staff, and families.  In the next section, I 
will investigate the family as a linchpin in the success of CS and the pivotal role they play in 
academic and social success. 
The Importance of Family Voice 
Children have a multitude of needs and no one knows this better than families.  Although 
Americans are stereotypically thought of as wealthy, nearly half of American households do not 
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earn more than $24,000 a year (Piketty, Saez & Zucman, 2017).  A salary of this size dictates 
that citizens stay in poverty.  Poverty makes it challenging, if not impossible, for families to 
provide everything a child requires.  The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2011) 
classifies a child’s necessities into categories: material items, health and safety, education, 
avoiding risky behavior, and housing/environment.  In their ranking of 29 developed nations, the 
United States ranks fourth from the bottom in addressing the wellbeing of children (UNICEF, 
2011).  Children living without their needs fulfilled are often perceived as having families who 
do not care for or support them, but research shows that this is often not the case (Lareau, 2002).  
Families want to provide for their children but are sometimes not aware of the deficit or 
financially cannot overcome it.  Without the time or funds to attend to these needs, families often 
have to look to governmental aid or non-governmental organizations for assistance with their 
child’s needs.   
A CS offers alternatives by providing help within the school walls.  Wraparound 
services15 are a central component of a CS, so food, material items, and health needs can be met 
in the school building itself.  In order to provide these services adequately, CS must first be 
aware that the needs exist and must attend to the needs of the whole child – family included.  A 
child whose parent or sibling has an untreated health issue can struggle just as much to succeed 
 
15 Refers to a strategy of providing services to avoid fragmentation and improve integration of 
nonacademic assistance.  For example, safe transportation to and from school might be the 
central issue in a student’s academic success.  Wraparound services are determined by the 
community but might include concepts such as: family employment services, legal aid, 
counseling, childcare, or healthcare, among others. 
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in school as a child with a health issue themselves.  Schools are some of the institutions most 
intimately connected to American families, so finding help within the school walls heightens the 
accessibility of the assistance. 
In order for CS to take a holistic approach to providing social services for families in 
their community, CS must have authentic input from families.  As the primary caregivers, 
families hold the most information about the needs of the child and the family unit.  Their voices 
are imperative to ensure that the services provided at a CS are the best possible for the school 
community.  The inclusion of families in decision-making at their local schools also offers the 
opportunity to foster agency and for families to develop meaningful influence in their 
communities.   
Research shows that inclusion can lead to more adult engagement in the school, 
community, and local government as well (Castrechini, 2011; Horton, 1990; Gold, Simon & 
Brown, 2002; LaFrance Associates, 2005).  Engagement with the political system is a way to, as 
Tara Yosso (2005) states, “emancipate and empower instead of oppress and marginalize” (p. 74).  
When families are engaged in the political changes made around them, they feel more invested in 
the political outcomes and empowered to demand –and create – change.  This type of family 
engagement encourages civic responsibility in both children and adults.   
Parental engagement in a child’s upbringing and their education is vital for a student’s 
social development.  It is shown to contribute to positive psychosocial behavior and autonomous 
decision-making (Pomerantz, Moorman & Litwack, 2007).  It is also crucial to engage families 
because they transmit vital social skills to children in their care such as negotiating, dealing with 
authority, and gaining familiarity with institutional structures (Lareau, 2002).  In this manner, 
families transmit cultural capital to their children (Bourdieu, 1985).  Cultural capital assists 
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people in navigating institutions and social norms.  It is the mechanism by which one might 
know about the highest quality daycare options, speak using culturally appropriate language, or 
successfully turn a connection into a job interview.  Children gain cultural capital through a 
system of exchange in which knowledge and/or social relations are acquired, traded, and 
converted into the potential for social mobility (Anderson, 2015).  Cultural capital offers support 
for an individual seeking to change their future status in life, if so desired.  Understanding that 
ongoing involvement at the school is important for their children’s academic and social success 
is an example of cultural capital.  When parents are involved at the school, able to transmit 
cultural capital to their child, and have improved access to resources, the social development of 
that child is furthered. 
Involvement at a child’s school likely conjures up antiquated ideas about volunteering 
through fundraising or chaperoning field trips, but the opportunities for families to make a 
positive impact go well beyond these traditional acts.  Research shows that family involvement 
within the school community (such as coordinating resources, helping at home, and participating 
in school decision making) is directly linked to higher student academic outcomes, reductions in 
dropout rates, and increased student motivation (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2018; NEA, 2008).  
Economically disadvantaged families may experience limitations due to factors such as a lack of 
English language skills, time restraints, increased difficulty communicating with school 
personnel, or distrust in the education system owing to past experiences.  It is important to 
provide nontraditional opportunities of connecting with these families such as; community-based 
learning opportunities, bi-lingual school events, and home visits or community visits for staff 
(Dryfoos,1998; NEA, 2008; Parrett & Budge, 2012).  Providing varied opportunities for 
engagement means more occasions for family voices to be heard. 
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Changing the community’s framework about the meaning of authentic engagement is 
another important facet of the CS strategy.  In a 2009 study of parent participation in a CS, the 
concept of partnerships was found to directly contradict the expected role that staff expect and 
parents play in public schooling (Coe et al.).  Parents and staff must collaborate to determine 
what authentic engagement looks like and what being a partner to the school means.  Research 
shows that CS challenge outdated notions of ancillary participation and invite diverse parental 
contributions to education discourse.  In a 2016 study, Chen, Anderson and Watkins present 
parent perceptions of full-service CS.  It found that parents were more connected to teachers, 
more satisfied with their school, more comfortable being in the building and talking with staff, 
and more involved in their child’s education.  The study found that a CS strategy helped to build 
cultural and social capital for families in the school and paved a path for engagement.   
With an understanding of educational equity, current educational practices and policies 
within the United States, and the importance of involving families in schools, I will now take a 
look at the specific designation of communities who were the focus of this research study.  
Historically isolated and economically disadvantaged rural populations have a long history of 
misrepresentation and exploitation (Anderson, 1964; Biddle & Azano, 2016; Elam, 2002).  In the 
next section, I paint a picture of rural communities and invite a deeper understanding of why the 
voices of these communities matter.  
Rural Communities 
When one imagines economically disadvantaged communities, the first thought is often 
inner-city neighborhoods.  But the reality of minoritized, low-earning communities ranges far 
beyond this classification.  Rural communities, too, are challenged by declining employment 
opportunities and generational poverty, on top of geographic isolation (Kannapel & Flory, 2017).  
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In these communities, the average salary is only 80% of the U.S. average and nearly 25% of 
children are living below the poverty line.  Rural families are more likely to be living in poverty 
and facing challenges to afford basic necessities. 
Although education is seen as a way to stop the cycle of poverty, statistics show that 
fewer adults in rural areas are graduating high school or earning advanced degrees (Pollard & 
Jacobsen, 2017).  Those who do pursue higher education often feel pressured to sever ties with 
their home culture – a source of brain drain (the loss of individuals with advanced academic 
experience) within rural communities (Fischer, 2008).  Lacking shared educational experiences 
can make attaining a degree isolating and can promote a culture of under-education.  This is 
especially true when curricula have little resonance with students’ daily lives, there are few 
models of success, and good jobs in these communities are disappearing (Elam, 2002; Grimes, 
Haskins, & Paisley, 2014; Thaller, 1997).  Economic opportunities that might pull a family out 
of the cycle of poverty are scarce in rural areas, making educational opportunity even more 
valuable.  Unfortunately, public schools in rural areas struggle to serve the students in their 
sphere of influence.  Without drastic improvements in the public education system within rural 
communities, the cycle of poverty will continue. 
In their current state, rural schools continue to be at risk, and many are searching for 
solutions.  During the era of “No Child Left Behind” (2002-2015), rural schools lost autonomy 
and struggled to compete for funding (AASA, 2017; Dulgerian, 2016).  Legislation from the 
“Every Student Succeeds Act” (2016 - present) has come into play recently and rural 
communities are seeing more autonomy.  These communities still struggle with administrative 
handicaps, limited or unfinanced access to technology, and funding formulas that work against 
schools with a small student population (AASA, 2017; Dulgerian, 2016).  School choice 
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initiatives are not an option for most rural schools, as small student populations and limited 
transportation pose a large barrier to access (AASA, 2017).  For example, rural communities 
living in deep poverty rely on critical medical and food services provided at their local schools in 
order to survive; the loss sustained by students attending a privatized program would affect these 
services (AASA, 2017).  For rural communities, the best option to improve educational 
opportunity is one that can be implemented quickly, facilitated with community input and 
support, and would expand vital services disseminated by public school.   
CS is an approach that addresses each of these concerns.  Williams' 2010 policy brief 
with the Rural School and Community Trust points out how CS could work specifically to the 
benefit of rural areas.  The document states that CS could be a way to attract and retain high-
quality teachers, engage parents and community members, provide extended learning 
opportunities for students and families, and leverage community resources to tackle big issues 
like transportation, hunger, and healthful resource access.  A more recent study by Reardon and 
Leonard (2019) reinforces using school and community collaboration to act as change agents for 
positive educational outcomes in rural spaces.  CS can also assist within rural school zones by 
harnessing the power of partnerships to increase access to technology, raise computer literacy, 
and offer opportunities both within and beyond the traditional classroom, among other options. 
 Presently, there is a dearth of research on rural CS schools and nothing that covers 
exclusively rural family voices.  With 53% of U.S. school systems classified as rural, it is 
imperative that rural voices be included in the research guiding the expansion of CS in these 
areas.  More research is needed to understand how rural CS work so that best practices can be 
created, studied, and implemented.  Researching these groups by inviting their candid thoughts 
and engagement ensures that their vital perspectives are included.  This study, in particular, 
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contributes to the field by studying an equitable framework of education and ensuring that the 
voices of rural families, a historically disadvantaged group, are heard.   
Summary 
 In this chapter I have outlined the concept of equitable education, the history of modern 
U.S. education reform, and discussed two prevalent education discourses.  I summarized current 
debates in education that argue for school choice initiatives or CS strategies.  I briefed the 
historical foundations of CS and discussed the importance of including family voice in 
education.  I also introduced the context of rural communities and the limited research about 




In this chapter, I will describe and defend this study’s qualitative philosophy and 
descriptive phenomenological approach.  I will outline the guiding research question, the method 
of site selection and participant recruitment, and the process of data collection.  I will also 
provide a framework for post-interview processes.  Lastly, I will discuss research ethics and 
safety, data analysis techniques, and how I ensured the study’s trustworthiness.  Before I outline 
the design of this study, I will restate the study’s research question and purpose to reiterate its 
intent. 
Research Question 
The central research question for this study was: 
What is the experience of families at a rural CS?   
Purpose of the Study 
Community Schools (CS) are a school turn-around strategy that is expanding at a rapid 
rate across the United States (Coalition for Community Schools, 2016; Coalition for Community 
Schools, 2017a; Martinez, Hayes, & Silloway, 2013).  This expansion is occurring quickly in 
rural areas, yet little to no research exists representing the population affected most by that 
expansion: rural families (Bergfeld & Powers, 2018; Rural School and Community Trust, 2011; 
Williams, 2010).  As this education strategy moves into rural areas, it is important to document 
the experience of rural families to ensure that the changes implemented in their local schools are 
relevant in addressing this population's needs.   
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Qualitative Design 
I selected a qualitative design for this study to best illustrate the experience of families at 
this rural CS.  Creswell (2007) specifies that qualitative design helps to explore topics that have 
not been previously investigated.  Qualitative design was a natural choice for this study, as there 
is currently no body of research regarding rural families’ experiences of CS.   
It was important for the results of this study to give researchers and/or readers a vivid 
impression of these families’ experiences.  I used thick descriptions to create these impressions.  
In “The Interpretation of Cultures,” Geertz (1973) refers to the use of “thick descriptions” as a 
means to provide contextual details that create situational meaning for those who are unfamiliar 
with the experience (p. 6-7).  These details might include cultural context, commentary, or 
researcher interpretations, among others.  Qualitative research uses these thick descriptions to 
give the reader a more holistic perspective of an experience.  I wanted a reader unfamiliar with 
the phenomenon of rural CS to be able to glean a more complete understanding from these 
details.  
Understanding how rural families experience a CS has the potential to influence the work 
of researchers and the programmatic implementation of practitioners, which is unique to the 
community it intends to serve.  I knew that this understanding would only be possible with 
qualitative research because it, 
… allow(s) us the space in which to recognize the multiplicities of meaning and 
interpretation that animate human experience, to enrich the discourse that 
structures our understandings, and so to reimagine and potentially transform 
ourselves and the world that we have created. (Anderson, 2014, p. 68) 
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With this study, I desired to bring forth these multiplicities of meaning, interpretations, and 
human experiences, making qualitative methodology an optimal choice.  In the next section, I 
will outline the qualitative philosophy I selected to yield these types of results. 
Phenomenology 
Phenomenology is a qualitative philosophy that investigates the meaning(s) of lived 
experiences (Creswell, 1998).  It is an approach that uses dialogue as the method of inquiry.  
Originally developed by Husserl, phenomenology responded to empirical methods used to 
describe objective truth (Applebaum, 2012; Husserl, 1913).  Phenomenology is interested in 
human experience before it is abstracted, reduced, and explained (Aagaard, 2017).  For this 
study, I was interested in conveying the human experience of families at a rural CS.  
There are two main philosophical perspectives within phenomenology, descriptive and 
interpretive (Creswell, 2007).  Interpretive phenomenology considers the researcher’s experience 
and biases as part of the phenomenon; it requires the researcher’s interpretation of participant 
experience (Sloan & Bowe, 2014).  I intended for participants to drive the meaning-making of 
this phenomenon and took every precaution to identity my biases and remove them from the 
collection and analysis of data.  For these reasons, the best fit for conveying the phenomenon of 
family experience at a rural CS was descriptive phenomenology. 
Descriptive Phenomenology.  Descriptive phenomenology is the philosophical 
perspective and design frame used for this study.  In descriptive phenomenology, participants 
describe a phenomenon based on a first-person report of their lived experience.  The researcher 
must protect this valued perspective and convey it authentically and directly.  Merleau-Ponty 
(1962) called the subjective perceptual experience and understanding of relationships the 
participant’s lifeworld.  Descriptive phenomenologists use dialogue to bring out the lifeworld of 
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each participant.  Unlike interpretive phenomenology, this approach takes the fundamental 
features of individuals’ experiences, removes researcher bias through bracketing, and uses these 
features to identify the “essence” of the phenomenon being studied (Moustakas, 1994; Sloan & 
Bowe, 2014).  It was important to use descriptive phenomenology in this study to truly ascertain 
the heart of family experiences.  I needed a first-person report of participants’ lived experiences 
to fully describe the phenomenon from their perspectives. 
In his staple reference book, Phenomenological Research Methods, Moustakas (1994) 
outlines the four steps of descriptive phenomenology which are: epoché, phenomenological 
reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis (Giorgi, 1997; 2009; Moustakas, 1994; 
Polkinghorne, 1989).  I will first outline all steps theoretically, as their use stretched over the 
entirety of the study.  I will then connect each step to practice when I introduce the interview 
process and detail the analysis of data.  
The first step, epoché, is the intentional identification and setting aside the researcher 
makes with their preconceived notions about a topic.  The action of setting aside is called 
bracketing, and it allows the researcher to acknowledge the reality of their biases in, 
“…preparation for deriving new knowledge” (Moustakas, 1994, p.85).  The intent of this step is 
to provide a clear vantage point on the topic, and to challenge researchers to be introspective and 
transparent, so what is retained from participants is unadulterated phenomena.  It is challenging 
to suspend one’s assumptions, but creating a professional bracketing statement (as in the next 
section) and a personal bracketing statement (presented in chapter four) assists the reader with 
this challenge.  Tasks such as reflective meditation (Moustakas, 1994), memo writing, and 
ongoing reflection during data collection (Rolls & Relf, 2006) can keep the researcher self-aware 
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throughout the process.  These efforts set the stage for the second task, phenomenological 
reduction. 
Phenomenological reduction allows “the qualities of the experience [to] become the 
focus: the filling in or completion of the nature and meaning of the experience becomes the 
challenge” (Moustakas, 1994, p.90).  This, too, is an ongoing process.  In this phase, the 
objective is to find the essential nature of the phenomenon being studied (Husserl, 1913).  
Phenomenological reduction requires a process called horizontalisation (Creswell, 2007, p. 60).  
Just as the horizon has no end, the internal and external factors that impact an experience are also 
endless.  We must return to ourselves as researchers, reflect, and revisit the phenomenon again to 
see what is essential to understanding the experience.  This iterative process permits the 
researcher to identify overlapping statements and irrelevant ideas to arrive at an inner structure of 
central ideas, or clusters of meaning (Creswell, 2007, p. 61).  Clusters of meaning are drilled 
down into core concepts that demonstrate the phenomenon, called invariant constituents 
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 97).  Invariant constituents are the building blocks of the third task, 
imaginative variation. 
Imaginative variation aims to answer the question, “How did the experience of the 
phenomenon come to be what it is?” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 98).  Moustakas (1994) said that the 
researcher must use imaginative variation to describe in what ways participants experience a 
phenomenon that creates shared meaning.  In this step, I explored the essential structures of this 
phenomenon and eliminated themes that were nonessential to convey participant experience.  
What remained were structural descriptions that crafted an accurate portrayal of the 
phenomenon.  Smith and Osborne (2003) pose questions for the researcher creating structural 
descriptions, inquiring about which aspects of the experience are implicit rather than explicit.  
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How is the participant constructing their meaning?  What events might be evidenced through 
their storytelling without the participant having intention of doing so?  Using imaginative 
variation, I interpreted how participants chose to express their experiences.  This process resulted 
in the structural description presented in chapter four. 
The last task of descriptive phenomenology is synthesis.  Using outstanding themes and 
structural descriptions that vividly describe the phenomenon, the researcher must create an 
essential statement (Moustakas, 1994).  The essence is a condition or defining quality; without it, 
the phenomenon would no longer be what it is.  The content of an essence statement would be 
considered common or universal facets of the experience (Moutakas, 1994).  The essence of this 
phenomenon is presented at the end of chapter four. 
Epoché, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis make up the 
four central tasks of this analytical approach.  Moustakas (1994) explains that “knowledge 
sought is arrived at through descriptions that make possible an understanding of the meanings 
and essences of experience” (p. 83).  I used descriptive phenomenology to find the essence of 
experience in this study.  Before I could accomplish this, I identified potential biases and 
judgments inherent in myself as the researcher that could affect the collection, analysis, 
implementation, and interpretation of this research. 
Bracketing.  An essential notion in phenomenology is the need for the researcher to 
explore their conscious experience in order to suspend judgment and avoid bias (Giorgi, 2009; 
Husserl & Carr, 1989; Moustakas, 1994).  This strategy gives the researcher insight into any 
partiality they might bring to the phenomenological research process (Creswell, 2003).  
Bracketing was one of the first steps I took when embarking upon this research, and 
through it, I gained perspective on the biases I brought into the study.  But I struggled with the 
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placement of my bracketing statement in this research.  In Debating Phenomenological Methods, 
Friesen, Henriksson, and Saevi (2012) deliberate the importance of presenting a bracketing 
statement before the data.  The argument against disclosing a bracketing statement is that it may 
have the power to influence the reader’s interpretation of the data or distract the researcher with 
their own feelings (p. 23).  The supporting argument states that the researcher’s influence will 
inevitably exist with or without the articulation of a statement (p.25).  I felt strongly that I needed 
to present a bracketing statement within my methodology section to disclose my previous 
professional experience with this topic.  Likewise, a more personal bracketing statement is made 
before the presentation of data in chapter four.  I crafted these statements through personal 
journaling and reflection in addition to discussions with my committee and the University of 
Tennessee’s Phenomenological Research group.  In an effort to establish transparency, I present 
my professional bracketing statement below.  
Professional Bracketing Statement 
I was drawn to this topic because it aligned with my professional 
experience, personal passion, and doctoral studies.  Professionally, I knew how 
useful research could be while developing and improving a CS.  When I was a 
Community School Coordinator, I used research tools to improve the range of 
services and provide targeted programming that aligned with the community.  I 
found that research-based practices were an effective way to ensure that 
community voices were represented in the decision-making process.  I brought 
assumptions to this study that research-based practices would highlight 
community voices and elevate them to decision-making power.   
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Second, my passion for educational equity may have impacted my outlook 
on the study.  While excited that CS are catching on as a national equity strategy, 
I was alarmed by the rapid rate in which CS were moving into rural areas without 
significant research guiding their practices.  I believe that rural families have both 
the right and the need to be heard.  My belief that CS are an equitable approach to 
education and that CS research might allow schools to enact grassroots change 
may have created a partiality to the use of CS.  I resolved to keep this bias from 
affecting the results of this study. 
Finally, my graduate studies impacted my approach to this study.  I know 
that my graduate focus on social justice impacted my perspectives within the 
study.  In The Long Haul, Myles Horton (1990) acknowledges the rural people he 
worked with not as research subjects but as partners in change.  I hoped that I 
could use my position as a doctoral student to collaborate with research 
participants to create positive, evidence-based change for their school 
environment.  This assumption is one I had to check throughout the study.  If 
research data had potential to impact the school and its CS practices, that potential 
was beyond my control.  It was important to remember that, despite my past 
experiences working in a rural environment, this community was not my 
community, and I remained an “outsider” throughout this process. 
This bracketing statement is offered as an opportunity for insight into my personal connections 
with the research.  It does not, by any means, indicate that I completely transcended my biases.  
Reducing my assumptions into one statement proved impossible.  Bracketing was an ongoing 
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action during the research process.  It was an action that evolved throughout the journey of data 
collection and analysis. 
In chapter three, I have thus far outlined the qualitative research process, 
phenomenological philosophy, and descriptive phenomenological methodology for the study as 
well as bracketed myself as a researcher.  In the next section, I will discuss the processes for: 
identifying the data collection site, attaining permissions for the study, the recruitment of 
participants, interviews, post-interview note taking, and data analysis.  I will also visit issues 
with trustworthiness and research validity before summarizing the methodology section. 
Study Site Identification 
 After identifying the research question for this study, the first step was to identify a 
school from which to gather data.  I selected a site when writing my dissertation proposal, but 
ultimately rejected the site for data collection due to my personal relationships with the school 
staff.  After consulting with several individuals working within the field of CS, a committee 
member identified a school system that might be open to research.  Following an introductory 
email, I began discussions with a staff member of the national nonprofit that facilitated the CS 
network in Vade county.  This staff member expressed interest in hearing more about the study.  
After several emails, she invited me to come to Vade County to meet others associated with the 
CS network there.  During this first visit, I met several staff members of the national nonprofit. 
These individuals also expressed interest in the research and facilitated a meeting the following 
day at a nearby school site.  On that day, I met the CS Coordinator and the principal of the school 
site.  Both individuals expressed enthusiasm about having research conducted at their school.  
After these first meetings, I reached out via email and received a letter of support from the 
national nonprofit and another from the school principal.  The national nonprofit then used these 
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letters to attain a letter of support from the superintendent of schools for the area.  When I 
received the letter of support from the superintendent of schools, I proceeded with Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) paperwork for the University of Tennessee.  This process included detailing 
interview protocols and participant protections, among other requirements.  These documents are 
attached in the Appendices section.  I submitted all required paperwork and received IRB 
approval shortly after.  From that point, I began recruiting participants. 
Participant Recruitment 
I recruited participants to this study using snowball sampling.  Snowball sampling is a 
technique where participants are asked to help identify other potential participants until research 
saturation is achieved (Creswell, 2003).  Creswell (2003) says this technique helps to attain 
diverse variations of experience.  This proved true for this study as snowball sampling led to the 
identification of a wide variety of participants.   
The criteria I used to identify the sample group were a willingness to participate in 
recorded private interviews, providing verbal and written consent according to IRB’s approved 
procedures and forms, and confirmation of custody and care for a child currently or recently in 
attendance at the rural CS site.  I received permission from the CS Coordinator to host a table at 
the school’s after-school homework event and I met several parents there.  Participants who were 
interviewed earlier in the day encouraged other parents to join the study.  Being a small school, 
several parents heard about the study before my arrival at the school and contacted me in-person 
or via text message to be a part of the study during my next visit.  During these first connections, 
I told parents about the study and received verbal confirmation of their interest to participate. 
After parents agreed to the study, I connected with each of them primarily via text 
message to set up a time to complete permission forms and conduct the interview.  I offered to 
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conduct interviews either at the school site or at a location of the participants’ choosing.  I 
conducted interviews on school grounds for 90% of participants, with one participant electing to 
be interviewed at a local community center.  One parent dropped out after verbally agreeing to 
participate in the study, but all other recruited parents continued as research participants. 
Language 
 After my first visit to the school, I learned from staff members that the school community 
had representation from 26 languages.  I also learned about the possibility that many participants 
might speak Spanish as their primary language.  I endeavored to bring in this population by 
translating the consent form into Spanish and providing a place for participants to sign or point to 
if they were interested in having a Spanish interpreter present for the interview.  I did not interact 
with participants who spoke a language other than Spanish during the recruitment phase of this 
research, and consequently did not pursue translations in other languages.  One participant 
elected to complete the consent form in Spanish and I offered to have an interpreter present 
during their interview.  The participant declined, stating they felt confident enough in their 
English to participate in the study without an interpreter.  Thus, an interpreter was not necessary 
for this study. 
Interview Process 
For each interview, I met participants at the previously selected location and gave a brief 
overview of the study while giving out consent forms (Appendix A-D on page 167-170) and a 
form illustrating the programs and services offered through Empire Middle’s CS initiative 
(Figure A-2 on page 61).  During and after completing the permissions, I answered any 
participant questions.  When I received a secondary verbal consent to begin audio recording, I 
began recording using the recording application of a password-protected smartphone device.  
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Figure A-2 : Tree of Services for Empire Middle School 
 
I asked each participant to; 
Please describe your families’ experiences of the CS initiative at Empire Middle School. 
Interviews lasted between 13 minutes and 47 minutes.  I opened the interview with the 
request above.  As participants shared their experiences, I provided verbal prompts in the form of 
follow-up questions.  I asked clarifying questions when I was confused by a term or concept.  I 
recorded all interviews and I ended the interaction by offering the participant a grocery store gift 
card for their time.  At that time, I collected their preferred method of contact for follow-up. 
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I did not predetermine the research population size for this study.  Instead, my goal was 
to reach saturation.  Glaser and Strauss (1967) first coined the term saturation as the criterion 
point in which data collection is discontinued.  In Weller, Blackburn, Borgatti, Gravlee, and 
Johnson’s 2018 article about interviewing and saturation, this point is determined when little to 
no new information is being gained.  I transcribed interviews after each visit and the contents of 
participant interviews became repetitive on my third visit to the school site.  I temporarily 
stopped data collection when that day’s scheduled interviews ended, leaving me with ten 
interviews to work with.  I highlighted further redundancies in data analysis at this juncture.  As I 
had reached saturation, I did not need to conduct further interviews. 
Participant Identities  
Although I did not ask participants to share additional information about their identity 
during interviews, nearly half of the participants self-identified in various capacities during data 
collection.  This encompassed race, gender, geographic area, family role, and involvement or 
role(s) at the school.  Self-identification of race included two participants who identified as 
Black (n=2), two participants who identified as Latina (n=2), and six participants who identified 
as White (n=6).  Participants also self-identified their gender during interviews.  Eight identified 
as female (n=8) and two as male (n=2).  In addition to race and gender, most participants 
provided information on the geographic area they lived in.  Six participants self-identified as 
‘rural’ or living in/near a ‘rural area’ (n=6).  Two participants identified as living in/near the city 
(n=2) and two mentioned living nearby but did not provide specifics (n=2).  Last, participants 
identified themselves by the role they played in their child or children’s lives.  One participant 
identified as a father (n=1), one as a grandfather / father (n=1), and eight identified as mothers 
(n=8).  Participants were not asked to define their roles before participating in the study.  During 
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data collection I learned that one participant (n=1) was also a teacher at the school and two (n=2) 
were hosts of a long-standing cultural club and summer camp at the school site.  Parents were 
involved in assorted groups and committees at the school or participated in events.  These pieces 
of information proved helpful in providing context to participant interviews and again after the 
data collection phase was complete.  A summary of these characteristics is presented at the start 
of chapter four in Table 1 on page 79.  
Post-Interview Processes 
After each interview, I set aside approximately one hour for note taking.  In this time, I 
reflectively journaled and recorded my thoughts on the contents of participants interviews.  I 
noted how the interview process transpired and recorded method-oriented factors that impacted 
the interview such as timeliness or interruptions.  These notes helped me to recollect features of 
the interview that were not a part of the audio recording.  It also guided my own bracketing as I 
reflected on emotions I felt at the time of the interview.  Journaling helped me to identify aspects 
of my interviewing techniques that needed improvement as well. 
In addition to journaling, I attended the University of Tennessee phenomenology group 
meeting after I had completed one third of these interviews.  I brought a transcript and the group 
helped me identify ways that I might improve upon my interviewing techniques.  Suggestions 
included limiting the length of follow-up questions and focusing on inquiring more into the 
participant experience.  These suggestions improved the other two-thirds of interviews I 
conducted.   
I transcribed each interview recording into Microsoft Word on my password-protected 
laptop and deleted any remaining files from my smartphone records and cloud storage.  After 
grammatically proofing the transcriptions, I contacted each participant to allow them to review 
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the transcript and provide feedback, suggest edits for anonymity, or withdraw from the study.  I 
heard back from half of the participants, and three asked to review their transcript.  I received 
two requests to remove a characteristic that might have otherwise impacted anonymity.  
Throughout the data collection process, I endeavored to maintain ethical research practices and 
ensure participant safety and anonymity. 
Research Ethics and Safety 
 To protect each participant and safeguard their well-being, I employed several strategies 
throughout the data collection process.  In addition to The University of Tennessee’s IRB 
protocols and guidelines to ensure confidentiality of information, I also utilized pseudonyms and 
followed-up with participants after their interview.  I encouraged participant feedback through 
the process of member-checking.  Member-checking is an opportunity for participants to view 
the data they offered and verify if it is an accurate representation of their experience.  Last, 
participants could withdraw from the study any time before the transcripts were de-identified.  At 
that juncture, I removed names and identifying information from the data, making it impossible 
to withdraw an individual from the study.  I outlined this timeline for participants in the consent 
forms, which can be found in Appendix A and B (p. 167-168).  
I prioritized participant safety for this study and confidentiality was an essential 
component.  I took several measures to ensure participants remained anonymous.  First, I 
allowed participants to select their own pseudonyms.  After the first transcription, I replaced all 
names with either a pseudonym selected by the participant or a general job title.  I removed 
identifiers such as names or nicknames.  If a parent or guardian mentioned a child by name, I 
used a different name in the transcription.  This process ensured that I protected participant 
identities from the onset. 
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Although participants signed a consent form before they participated in the study, I 
followed-up with each participant after the interview to ensure that they were comfortable with 
the interview process.  At that time, I let participants know about the upcoming step of member-
checking to invite an opportunity to provide feedback on the study.  I further increased 
anonymity through participant member-checking.  When I finished transcribing, I provided each 
participant an opportunity to read through their transcript and provide feedback about anything 
they felt was too revealing.  Implementing their feedback guaranteed that they felt comfortable 
with the transcript and quotes that I used in this study.  Before final publication of the study in 
the University of Tennessee’s dissertation database, participants will receive a copy of the 
penultimate product. 
Last, I ensured anonymity throughout the study by taking protective precautions with 
data accessibility.  I stored audio files securely on a password-locked smartphone until I 
uploaded them onto my password-protected computer for transcription.  I deleted audio files 
from my computer after I completed and reviewed the transcriptions process.  The University of 
Tennessee phenomenology group members signed confidentiality agreements before reviewing a 
pseudonym-edited transcript (Appendix J, p. 176).  I kept transcripts on the locked computer 
throughout data analysis.  I safeguarded participants while using data analysis software as well.  I 
outline a description of the software package, ATLAS.ti, in the data analysis section below. I 
used password protection to access ATLAS.ti and used a secondary password to access the 
study’s data drive containing paragraphs from participant interviews.  The data compiled in 
ATLAS.ti was used in data analysis. 
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Data Analysis 
 I analyzed data using descriptive phenomenological methodology as outlined by Creswell 
(2007).  The aim of analyzing the data was to identify commonalities among participant 
experiences.  The steps of data analysis included bracketing my own experience, horizontalising 
the data, creating meaning units that coalesced into themes, creating a textural description, and 
distilling the textural description into structural descriptions that encapsulates the “essence” of 
the experience.   
First, I bracketed my own experience.  I outlined this process earlier in this chapter when 
I presented my bracketing statement, as I believe it is important to be forthright and transparent 
about researcher bias.  To review, I managed my personal biases through personal reflection, 
regular journaling, the creation of a bracketing statement, and ongoing note taking during the 
transcription process. 
 Horizontalisation is the second step of analysis (Creswell, 2007).  In this step, I read 
through the entire body of interview transcripts.  This was done several times, first without note 
taking and then with minimal notes.  This process gave me a holistic awareness of the collective 
data in its entirety.  Next, I used individual participant transcriptions to glean an understanding of 
the meaning of the phenomenon for each participant.  I noted overlapping and redundant 
occurrences of topics, ideas, and phrases within and among these interviews on my computer in 
Microsoft Word.   
When I noticed shifts in meaning, I created meaning units.  I identified meaning units by 
pinpointing places where participants made outstanding statements.  I created meaning units 
directly from participants’ language.  I utilized ATLAS.ti to enter the meaning units when they 
became too abundant to track.  ATLAS.ti is a program that analyzes participant responses from 
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interviews.  It facilitated the identification of redundant words and phrases and housed a database 
of generated meaning units during data analysis. As I classified components, a process called 
coding, I used ATLAS.ti to manage thousands of words across multiple transcripts.   
 After I uploaded interview transcripts into ATLAS.ti, I used the program to code any 
identified meaning units.  This led to the identification of subthemes and smaller patterns of 
meaning.  I grouped meaning units into related families of meaning, or themes.  As I identified 
themes, I went back to the data to identify connections or larger webs of meaning.  I noted 
themes and subthemes throughout data analysis.  The final product was ATLAS.ti-managed 
records of each theme and subtheme with related participant quotes.  I used this record to write 
out each theme and subtheme with related evidence in chapter four. 
 After I created the texture of the experience through the identification of themes and 
subthemes, the next step was to create a structural description and essence statement.  This step 
recognizes that “the what” of the experience has been identified and now “the how” of the 
experience must be created (Yüksel, Yildirim, & Robin, 2015).  “The what” was the texture of 
the experience while “the how” was a structural description of the setting and context that the 
experiences took place in.  The structural description is the conditions, situation, and context of 
how this phenomenon was experienced.  Participant narratives, themes, and meaning units 
coalesced to help me write the structural description of the rural CS experience.  I next 
synthesized the structural description into a short statement that dialed into the core aspects of 
the experience.  This process of synthesis endeavors to find the “essence” (Merriam, 1998; 
Moustakas, 1994) of the experience.  The result was the essence statement presented at the 
culmination of chapter four. 
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I used a robust strategy for data analysis with this research.  In addition to strong data 
analysis, research design is concerned with validity and reliability; qualitative design is reliant on 
dependably conveying participant experiences (Creswell, 1998; Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, 
& Morales, 2007).  In the next section, I will further discuss the method with which this study 
secured and reported trustworthy data. 
Trustworthiness 
 Since qualitative research is situational and positional, it can prove difficult, if not 
impossible, to prove as valid and reliable.  Validity in research is often linked with the term 
‘accuracy.’  In phenomenology, Eddles-Hirsch (2015) describes validity as an attempt to gain a 
first-hand understanding of the essence of a phenomenon from the participant.  The validity of 
the data in this research was determined by two factors.  The first was by ensuring I received 
honest and candid responses from participants when describing their experience of a rural CS.  
The second was my ability as the researcher to accurately convey this phenomenon based on 
those responses.  Lincoln and Guba (1994) describe these factors as “trustworthiness,” 
emphasizing their ability to enhance overall understanding.  The goal of this study was to 
accurately express the phenomenon of a rural CS with authentic family voices.  Thus, doing the 
research in a trustworthy manner was paramount to prove this study as valid.  The four criterions 
used to establish trustworthiness in qualitative research are credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017).   
Credibility is built when the researcher is able to attain and convey a true and accurate 
representation of member experiences.  I established credibility during participant interviews 
through ensuring participant autonomy in decision-making, creating a trusting and friendly 
rapport, and focusing on recording and reporting accurate responses.  Participants were provided 
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autonomy in decision-making whenever possible.  They selected the location of their interview, 
were encouraged to ask questions, set their own interview pace, and spoke using their own words 
about their experiences.  Participants also had an opportunity to edit the contents of those 
interviews, if desired.  I also took care in conducting interviews in a familiar location at a 
convenient time for participants.  Building an engaged and trusting rapport with participants was 
a difficult ideal to achieve when meeting only briefly.  I endeavored to convey a friendly 
demeanor in all communications and made small talk with participants between first meeting 
outside of the interview location and then walking together with the participant to the interview 
room.  I also stayed after the interview ended to answer any possible questions.  Last, I ensured 
participant experiences were authentically recorded and conveyed.  When participants spoke, I 
requested clarification on any statements that I did not understand so participants had the 
opportunity to correct any misconceptions about their experience (Nowell et al., 2017).  One way 
to ensure that participants are giving an accurate representation of their experience is to give 
them an opportunity to member-check data and results (Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell & Walter, 
2016).  Through member feedback, I was able to identify misunderstandings and opportunities to 
present the data more accurately.  I offered to share a copy of their interview transcripts to 
participants after transcription and heeded any feedback I received from that process. 
 The second criterion to establish trustworthiness is transferability.  Transferability is 
achieved when the study is fully replicable based on the contents of the research report.  This 
criterion includes providing the full context of the fieldwork, site selection, and methodological 
process so that another researcher might be able to replicate the study or identify commonalities 
between their site and the one from this study.  I established transferability throughout this study 
by keeping detailed records, writing a comprehensive report of the research process, and 
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providing transparent descriptions of the school site and surrounding community.  I attempted to 
be as transparent as possible about all aspects of this study while ensuring anonymity as well.  
This allows others to replicate this study while safeguarding participants.   
The third criterion to establish trustworthiness is dependability.  Dependability of the 
results is based on the rigor of the study itself and not to be likened with generalizability.  We 
cannot generalize these results beyond the participants of this study, as generalizability is not a 
goal of phenomenological research.  Due to changes in context, researchers are reluctant to 
attempt a generalization from one case to another (Creswell et al., 2007).  I selected a descriptive 
phenomenological approach as it seeks to find the unique lifeworld of each participant.  As no 
two participants are the same, their stated experiences cannot be identical.  I established 
dependability in this research through the rigor of the study method.  This included a strict 
manner of recruiting participants, attaining permissions, conducting interviews, and member 
checking the data and analyzed results.  The interview protocol for this study is further outlined 
in Appendix E on page 171.  I used this protocol to ensure that each participant had a similar 
experience during the study. 
 The last criterion for trustworthiness is confirmability.  This criterion is a way to 
showcase how the data is impartial and did not originate from one’s own assumptions.  I 
achieved confirmability through several actions.  The first was creating and presenting my 
bracketing statement to highlight assumptions I brought into the study.  The second was 
reflective journaling throughout the interview process in order to foster self-awareness of any 
assumptions I created.  Last, the phenomenology group at the University of Tennessee provided 
significant feedback on my interview methodology.  This group identified assumptions I made in 
the interview process.  Instead of consistency in results, we questioned if the essence of 
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participant experience had been transferred through this study, an indicator of trustworthiness 
(Moustakas, 1994).  I used this feedback in collaboration with my notes and bracketing statement 
to bolster confirmability in this study.  It was through the four criterions of credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability that I established trustworthiness. 
Summary 
 This study used a descriptive phenomenological method to glean an understanding of 
families’ experiences with a rural CS.  At the start of this chapter, I outlined the umbrella design 
of qualitative research and explained my choice of descriptive phenomenology for this study.  I 
presented my professional bracketing statement to encourage transparency and avoid bias.  Next, 
I outlined how I selected the study site and recruited participants.  I introduced the interview 
process and discussed issues with language and identity.  I also presented the post-interview 
processes and addressed research ethics and safety within the study.  Last, I gave an overview of 
how I analyzed the collected data from interviews and ensured trustworthiness throughout the 
study.  In chapter four, I will present the data collected in this study and provide further details of 




In this chapter, I will present the findings from a descriptive phenomenological study on 
families’ experiences of a rural Community School (CS).  The aim of this chapter is to elucidate 
the data collected from participants, studying the implementation of one CS in a rural town from 
the voices of the families who are central to it.  I will first introduce each of the ten participants 
and provide details of their interviews.  Next, I will present my personal bracketing statement in 
order to remain transparent about personal biases I may have brought into the research.  I will 
offer the five themes and 19 related subthemes from data analysis, including quotes and 
descriptions from participant interviews.  In the conclusion of chapter four, I will provide a 
structural description to demonstrate how these experiences developed.  Last, I will present the 
essence of families’ experiences of a rural CS with an essential statement. 
Participant Introductions 
 Ten parents participated in this study of family experiences at a rural CS.  Individuals 
who participated in the study were required to have a child currently enrolled at the CS or within 
1-2 years of having attended the school.  This ensured that the child’s attendance was during the 
implementation of the CS, and the child either recently graduated or recently enrolled.  The 
participants self-identified during their interviews as male (n=2) and female (n=8).  Both parents 
participated from one family, thus a total of nine family structures were represented.  Participants 
all elected to complete their interview in English, so no interpreter was present.  Participants 
selected pseudonyms at the conclusion of their interview.  After a prefacing note, participants 
will be introduced in the order they were interviewed. 
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Prefacing Note for Participant Descriptions.  Stated periodically throughout the next 
section, it is necessary to give a descriptive overview of Homework Diners.  Homework Diners 
(pronounced like a café where one might eat a burger or stack of pancakes) are an event 
mentioned in several interviews and will be quoted in several themes.  This event is described as 
a “Homework Café” during the introductory section of this document.  Homework Diners are 
events that occur one evening per week at the school during the school year.  During Homework 
Diners, teachers from the school and local volunteers from the community provide homework 
assistance while a local nonprofit teaching culinary arts to high schoolers provides a free 
nutritious dinner for everyone in attendance.  The event is open to the entire community and 
students of all ages attend.  There are regularly tables set up to let the community know about 
additional resources, and the local food pantry gives out food baskets for families.  It is the most 
popular event sponsored by Empire Middle’s CS strategy. 
Participant 1: Jon Snow 
 Jon Snow is a White, male parent and a member of the staff at Empire Middle.  He has 
been employed at the school since before the start of the CS initiative over three years ago.  His 
background in counseling made him well-informed about the types of barriers that students and 
families faced at the school.  As a member of the Empire Middle staff, he was also able to 
provide a first-hand account of how the CS initiative had impacted the school staff.  With the 
longevity to speak to the internal culture of the school both before and during the CS strategy, he 
delivered a unique perspective into the effects he witnessed at the school, with staff, and for his 
family at home.  He worked closely with the CS Coordinator and was the participant most 
familiar with the various resources provided through the CS.  His interview was 29 minutes long.  
We met during my first visit to the school and he was the first candidate to volunteer after 
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hearing about the study.  I conducted his interview in his office during my second visit to the 
school. 
Participant 2: Fabiola 
 Fabiola is a Black, female parent of twin girls who had recently graduated from Empire 
Middle.  Fabiola is a single parent who moved her family to Vade after receiving a lucrative job 
offer a few years ago.  She paid $600 to have her daughters attend a city school for their 6th grade 
year.  The city charged the fee because their family home was zoned for the county school, 
Empire Middle.  Only a few children of color attended the city school.  In this environment, her 
daughters encountered explicit racism that led to several adverse experiences at the city school.  
The summer before their 7th grade year, Fabiola and her daughters visited Empire Middle to meet 
with the principal, CS Coordinator, and several staff members.  Fabiola made the decision to 
move her daughters to Empire Middle after this meeting.  They remained at the school for two 
years.  Those two years were the first two years of the CS initiative.  Fabiola previously worked 
as a teacher but had moved into the health field at the time of this study.  Her involvement at the 
school included being a member of the Health Council.  In this role, she highlighted regional 
health statistics to school staff and community members.  She worked closely with the CS 
Coordinator and was comfortable talking about resources and services provided by the CS.  After 
hearing about the study from the CS Coordinator, Fabiola expressed interest to me via text 
message and we set up a time for an interview during my second visit to the school.  I conducted 
her 36-minute interview in the Parent Resource Room at the school. 
Participant 3: Crazie 
 Crazie is a White, female parent of one son in 8th grade and stepparent to another son 
who had just entered high school.  Both boys attended Empire Middle.  Originally from the rural 
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Vade area, Crazie had witnessed a drastic change in the development and diversity of the Vade 
community.  Crazie became involved with the CS after learning about Homework Diners.  Her 
ongoing commitment to Homework Diners led to a paid position as a parent liaison.  In this role, 
she used a call list generated by the school to reach out to other parents who gave their 
permission to be contacted.  She checked in with parents to see how their year was going and let 
them know about resources available at the school.  If they needed a resource that they did not 
feel comfortable asking for, she acted as an anonymous proxy and connected them to the needed 
services.  Crazie was about to start her second year in this role and had already started to 
brainstorm new ways of plugging in, such as being present during parent-teacher conferences 
and during back-to-school night.  Crazie’s interview lasted 30 minutes and was held at the 
school.  I recruited her to the study during a Homework Diner that I attended during my second 
school visit.  Crazie lived in a blended household and recommended her husband to participate in 
the study as well. 
Participant 4: Bug 
 Bug is a White, male grandparent who is married to Crazie.  His step-son was in 8th grade 
at Empire Middle.  His adopted grandson – whom he called “son” – was a freshman in high 
school and recently graduated from Empire Middle.  Bug’s family has lived in the Vade region 
for as long as he could remember.  During our 32-minute interview, Bug told me about the 
history of the area, his concern with recent development, and the issues that plague the rural 
areas of Vade.  He volunteered once a week at Homework Diners but was otherwise unfamiliar 
with the term “Community School.”  Bug’s interview was 32 minutes long and I conducted it at 
the school, separate from his wife, Crazie. 
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Participant 5: Celeste 
 Celeste is a White, female parent of an 8th grader at Empire Middle.  She heard about this 
study while attending a Homework Diner.  Celeste became friends with Bug and Crazie while 
she attended Homework Diners and they both encouraged her to participate.  She was unaware of 
the term “Community School” but had good experiences at Homework Diners.  Her interview 
was the shortest – just over 13 minutes.  She was relatively unaware of any available resources 
provided by the CS outside of Homework Diners.  She stated that she was not engaged at the 
school whatsoever outside of Homework Diners and almost ended the interview early due to her 
stated low level of engagement.  I conducted her interview in the Parent Resource Room while 
her son attended tutoring at a Homework Diner. 
Participant 6: Nadia 
 Nadia is a White, female parent of four children who attended or have attended Empire 
Middle.  She was a long-time resident of Vade and both she and her husband graduated from 
Empire Middle.  Her son was the only remaining child in her family who was enrolled at the 
school at the time of this study.  In her interview, she outlined the transition from before the 
school was a CS to present day.  During her interview, Nadia provided a holistic image of how 
the school culture had changed from the perspectives of both students and parents.  I recruited 
Nadia to the study while she ran the registration table at a Homework Diner.  She stated in her 
interview that she had been involved in several volunteer programs at the school but did not 
specify which ones.  She was quite knowledgeable about the various services and classes 
provided as a part of the CS.  I conducted her 15-minute interview at the school in the Parent 
Resource Room.  
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Participant 7: Marlena 
 Marlena is a Latina parent who had worked in the Vade community for over eight years.  
Her role at the school was multifaceted.  She was a parent, a member of the school resource 
team, a district participant in the diversity committee, and a facilitator for a cultural group that 
met at the school in the summer and during after-school clubs. Marlena was not originally from 
the area, but as a community organizer she was very aware of cultural issues and barriers that 
occurred for Latino families at the school.  As the owner of a translation service, she was hyper-
aware of the need for language services to serve the diverse families at the school.  Marlena 
heard about this research from the CS Coordinator and messaged me to set up an interview.  I 
conducted her 47-minute-long interview offsite.  I met her at the community center where she 
worked, about four miles from the school. 
Participant 8: Crystal 
 Crystal is a White, female mother with a son who attended Empire Middle.  Her mother 
attended the school when it served as a high school for the Vade area.  Following her, both 
Crystal and her husband attended the school as well.  Crystal involved herself heavily there while 
her son attended, serving as a class volunteer, a representative on the school’s Parent Resource 
Team, a PTA member, and a Homework Diner volunteer.  Crystal provided perspective on the 
changes in the community from before it was a CS to the present day.  I recruited her to the study 
during my third visit to the school and I conducted her 35-minute interview onsite. 
Participant 9: Kay 
 Kay is a Black, female mother of two daughters who attended Empire Middle.  A year 
apart, her daughters have experienced both city and county school systems.  Kay moved her 
family to Vade in 2016.  Both Kay and her husband have experienced severe health issues in the 
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past year, and she was very open about her family utilizing the services provided by the CS.  In 
the past year, her family had used the clothing closet, food pantry, legal services, homework 
help, mentoring clubs, mental-health services, and had received school supplies.  In addition, 
both girls attended a week-long outdoor camp that was partially funded through community 
partners.  Kay’s role at the school was limited due to her full-time job and her role caring for her 
sick husband, but she participated whenever possible.  She said she attended Homework Diners 
and a few school events with her girls.  I recruited Kay to the study when another participant 
gave me her phone number and we set up an interview time via text message.  I conducted her 
26-minute interview at the school during a Homework Diner. 
Participant 10: Estrellita 
 Estrellita is a Latina parent who had been involved at Empire Middle for several years 
through a grassroots community group called “Ruto.”  Estrellita’s daughter just started at Empire 
Middle but she had been coming to Empire for Ruto’s summer program for several years.  As a 
Latina, Estrellita’s role had varied between serving as an activist, a cultural navigator for the 
school staff, and the facilitator of partnerships between Ruto and Empire Middle.  Estrellita’s 
primary language was Spanish, her daughters spoke both English and Spanish, and her husband 
did not speak English.  Having worked in this area for several years, Estrellita described the CS 
transition within the Empire Middle community from the perspective of a non-native English 
speaker.  Estrellita was recruited to the study by another participant, Marlena, as they were 
colleagues from the cultural group, Ruto.  I communicated with her via text message to set up a 
convenient interview time and conducted her 45-minute interview at the school. 
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 As discussed in chapter three, bracketing is a strategy that brings forward any partiality 
that the researcher might bring to the research (Creswell, 2003; Friesen, Henricksson, & Saevi, 
2012).  I had a great deal of experience working with CS and I wanted to remain transparent 
about those experiences to prevent my biases from impacting the data.  In chapter three I gave a 
brief outline of my professional and academic experience with CS.  Since I will present the data 
from interviews in the next section, I will now present my bracketing statement in more detail to 
ensure transparency about partiality, bias, and preconceptions I might have about CS. 
Personal Bracketing Statement 
 My experience with rural CS stems from working for three years in a rural 
CS.  After tracking the CS network expansion in my city and volunteering with 
various CS projects, I was intrigued by the manner that CS shaped empowered 
communities.  When a position arose as a Coordinator at a new CS – the first site 
in the city to be located outside of city limits – I was encouraged by another CS 
Coordinator to apply and was hired.  It remains my favorite job to date, and I am 
aware that these feelings color my view of CS Coordinators and the impact of CS 
on rural communities. 
While working in a rural CS, I saw first-hand the impact that a CS can 
have on students, families, staff, and school culture.  For example, students were 
able to explore new topics in free after-school clubs, children blossomed when 
working with free community mentors who cared about them, and parents were 
less stressed when able to access free food and clothing.  Academically suffering 
students were paired with local readers or given an opportunity to participate in 
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targeted free tutoring services.  This little extra push was all some of them needed 
to achieve grade-level proficiency or prevent them from failing a grade.  
Resources often made the difference for families living on the edge and students 
experiencing adverse situations.  The work was incredibly meaningful, and 
families and students expressed their gratitude on a regular basis for coordinating 
the provision of these resources.  These experiences predispose me to think 
positively of the impact of CS on families and students. 
Many of our school staff echoed these sentiments.  In a school where our 
counselor had two times the standard caseload, students who otherwise would not 
have had access were able to regularly meet with a therapist during the school 
day.  Teachers, exhausted from giving so much of their personal time and 
resources, were bolstered by community partner support.  This came from many 
different community outlets – church partners showing up with muffins and 
coffee for staff, meals being provided by local businesses at parent-teacher events, 
and local university students handling the Fall Festival game booths, so teachers 
could mingle with attending families.  Community partners donated and delivered 
physical resources, so teachers did not have to use their own money to provide for 
their classrooms.  When a teacher saw a need – hygiene kits, books, coats – there 
was usually a partner who stepped in to provide them.  Partner support alleviated 
both potential financial strain and the mental stress over lacking resources.  This 
support allowed teachers to refocus on their most critical work.  Their gratitude 
made my job more meaningful, and those experiences promote a bias that CS are 
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a positive influence in the creation of a collective culture and alleviate stress on 
school staff. 
In return, community partners benefitted from plugging into the school.  
Nonprofit programs that had requirements to serve a certain number of students 
were able to hit their targets by providing after-school clubs.  Churches mingled 
with local families while giving their congregation a powerful community focus.  
Businesses provided free food while increasing their exposure to hundreds of 
local families, boosting their profiles and future sales.  The community-school 
relationship was reciprocal.  For example, the school benefitted from local 
universities’ nursing and education students volunteering at the school, and the 
college students, in turn, received service hours and valuable classroom time.  
Partners previously cut off from the school conveyed surprise at the ease of 
working with the school as a CS.  Word spread, and I consistently received new 
emails and phone calls from community members looking to grow the network.  
The way these community partners benefitted from engaging with the school 
influences my perspective on the ability of CS to positively engage communities. 
Not everyone welcomed the CS strategy at my site.  When the school 
began to call itself a community school, some bristled at the new title.  Others 
took offense to the very idea of “becoming” a CS.  Tight-knit relationships at a 
site with long-standing history where grandparent, parent, and child all attended 
created a perceived climate of collective ownership.  This sentiment prevailed 
even with minimal contributions from the community.  When I started, the same 
few parents and one pastor had been counted on, time and again, to provide for 
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events, lead the PTA, and contribute to staff appreciation week.  By the time I 
began in my role, community support had dwindled substantially.  I heard directly 
from committed volunteers that they felt overburdened providing for the school, 
but I was unable to vocalize these feelings to staff and administrators without 
putting them on the defensive.  It put me in a precarious position and made it 
difficult to effect change.  My struggle to navigate these relationships left me with 
a negative bias about starting up a new CS in this context.  I assumed that other 
CS Coordinators might face these types of challenges as well. 
Indeed, staff and families in this context generally resisted change, 
particularly if it affected their sense of power in the school.  Staff accustomed to 
serving as the sole gatekeeper of physical resources onsite felt personally slighted 
when community partners stepped in.  A few vocal families did not want to see 
“outsiders” in the school, stating that partners coming into the school from the 
city were “overstepping their boundaries.”  Resistance to change was an ongoing 
battle over the three years I was a Coordinator.  I bring the assumption that this 
resistance is encountered at many rural sites.   
Camaraderie among other CS Coordinators in my city was one of the 
highlights of my job.  I collaborated with plenty of other Coordinators at schools 
in the city, but I saw how the unique challenges of a rural climate created 
separation between city and county.  Without public transportation and access to 
city services, my community faced a barrier that other CS could not relate to.  
Beyond that was the stigma that the rural community felt about going out of the 
county and into the city to access said services.  They were simply not willing.  
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CS are often described as a hub of services, and for this rural site the resources 
could only be provided at the school or within the immediate perimeter of the 
school – not beyond.  I bring a positive bias toward the work of CS Coordinators 
and an assumption that the city and county divide must hold true at other sites 
across the country. 
I believe that CS can create a positive ripple effect for the families they 
serve.  The parent who can use the free resume workshop and school computers to 
search and apply for jobs might also be receiving food backpacks.  Access to free 
food might have saved that parent some additional funds that helped them to pay 
their electric bill.  In a house with heat, their child might have slept better.  The 
rested child was then able to concentrate and perform better in class when being 
cared for by an adult who was less stressed after having found a job with a living 
wage.  Witnessing positive ripples of change like these promote a bias that CS can 
change the lives of children, families, and the wider community. 
The school received accolades after three full years of academic 
interventions supported by the CS.  Parents and staff know to contact the CS 
Coordinator when they need resources.  The community might have been 
connected to the school before it was a CS, but they are now engaged partners 
working toward the future collective success of the school.  It is in these ways that 
I could – and continue to see – growth at the school I served.  This growth 
supports a bias I have that CS promote equity.     
I have presented this personal bracketing statement because I know that biases have the 
potential to impact research.  I endeavored to be as transparent as possible in its creation. 
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Themes 
In this section, I will describe the themes that emerged from parents who described the 
experiences of themselves and their families attending a rural community school.  Ten 
participant interviews led to the identification of five themes that describe the phenomenon.  
Those are (1) School Supports (2) Parent Engagement (3) Community Impact (4) Institutional 
Trust and (5) The Coordinator Effect.  Following the naming of each theme, I will present the 
sub-themes that connect and build that overarching theme.  For maximum representation, sub-
themes were crafted verbatim from participants’ words within the data collected.  
Theme 1: School Supports 
 Every participant described various ways that the CS at Empire Middle had increased 
support to the school.  The subthemes included: (1) resource rich, (2) everybody is spread thin, 
and (3) helping students feel more supported. 
Subtheme 1: Resource Rich.  Nine of the ten participants discussed how CS increased 
the availability of resources for the school, heightening school supports.  These varied resources 
included the availability of physical school supplies, volunteer labor, and free adult classes.  In 
their interviews, parents described specific examples of resources they had learned about while 
their child attended Empire Middle.   
Jon Snow, a parent and teacher at the school, talked about the resources he had seen from 





And not just events. We're taking care of other needs like food pantry, clothing closet, I 
mean really… need is something that's trying to be met one way or another. There are a 
lot of things that go on not during school hours.  Like GED classes for parents and things 
like that that kind of go on at night. Things that we never see that happens at the school. 
Just the whole idea… I know you know. To have the school be the hub of service. 
Estrellita commented about how she “finds a lot of resources” at the school, including 
free ESL and GED classes.  She said that parent participation had increased because of these 
resources.  She welcomed more in the future, stating, “And bring more resources to our schools, 
or let the resources come, because we are seeing, especially in this district, we are a ton of 
parents that want to participate.”  
Kay also mentioned available ESL classes and noted how being at the school made her 
even more aware of resources available at the school saying, “I attended several other resources 
that I didn't know of until I went there.” 
Crystal mentioned the free yoga classes the school provided to the community and how 
accessible they were.  “It's a great mom outlet.  A great outlet to know that this is offered all the 
time, every week.  All I have to do is show up to participate.” 
Several of the parents noted the Parent Resource Room, a room within the school that had 
information about classes, events, and community happenings.  Seven participants commented 
about the creation of the room.  It is an accessible location open to the community where parents 
can learn about resources or access services.  Fabiola talked about the frequency and variability 
of those resources. 
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Let's see, what else?  This room, this room [the Parent Resource Room] wasn't here in 
seventh grade.  It wasn't here in eighth grade. Look at this, this is amazing.  All the things 
that goes in on this room.  One of my daughters babysits for the high school GED classes 
that they had earlier this spring.  Yeah, she baby sits. I think they do Zumba in here.  
Diabetes education classes in here.  Like there's something in here Monday through 
Thursday after school and I think it's amazing. Like, it's more open.  And for parents to 
have a space to come in and use computers, apply for jobs, ESL was being taught in here.  
Like, how amazing is that? 
Fabiola also described the importance of these resources considering the poverty in the 
surrounding area,  
I consider Empire Middle, even though we're poor, we're resource rich at this school and 
that's important.  Because you can be poor and still be resource rich. At the high school, 
it's not a community school.  I consider us resource poor. Not because the resources aren't 
there, but parents don't know what they have access to. Students don't know what they 
have access to.  So, you can, resources can be available, but if you're not getting the word 
out that it's there, you might as well not have them. 
These resources were helpful to families but also functional for school staff.  
Subtheme 2: Everybody is Spread Thin.  All participants mentioned the extreme 
workload put on teachers, staff, and administrators.  Participants noted that the CS supported the 
school by reducing and/or sharing the workload of these staff members.  
Bug used Homework Diners to talk with other parents about the attendance issues at the 
school and how problematic it was for staff to help students catch up.  After students missed a 
predetermined number of days, families could be fined and/or the police could be contacted.  
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Homework Diners offered an attendance exchange to relieve families of unexcused absences and 
get back on track.  Bug said this gave his son and other students an opportunity to independently 
make up attendance-related issues while they worked toward better grades.   
Estrellita also noted the resource of Homework Diners, providing a free volunteer “who 
has more patience than you to explain in a nice way and [lay] out different strategies to do their 
homeworks.”  These volunteers meant less strife and more quality time with her children at 
home. 
Jon Snow provided some school context and stated he was unsure how to quantify the 
good CS have done for alleviating the workload of teachers.  He said that it “probably kept more 
than a few kids out of my [counselor's] office.”  He credited CS at Empire Middle as helping 
students to be “better prepared to deal with” adverse social situations.  Jon Snow also talked 
about school events assistance.  The CS Coordinator was able to lighten the load on teachers and 
staff with community help.   
It's through [the CS Coordinator], but it's also families, parents that [the Coordinator] has 
just gotten to know over the past few years. And she's really been the point person.  We 
go to as many things as we can, we meet as many people as we can, but it's her entire 
focus. Whereas everybody else here in the building is so spread out with testing.  Or in 
the counseling world dealing with mental health needs.  Social workers drowning in 
dealing with attendance.  I don't know. Everybody is spread thin.  So, without that one 
person that can kind of be the face and try to bring people in and get them together and 
plan things, a lot of it wouldn't happen.  And it's hard to quantify the good that it has 
done. 
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Several parents said that their involvement in various groups started during the 
development of the CS and helped them both develop relationships with staff and gain a deeper 
understanding of the struggles school staff encounter.  Marlena said she had developed 
“compassion for educators” who come to Empire Middle and work so hard “with all sorts of 
personal and work issues.”  Estrellita said that CS have changed her outlook on educators.  “It's 
not that the teacher is a bad teacher.  It's that the teacher doesn't have enough tools to serve or to 
work with those youth.”  Crazie mentioned how her “stronger ties with the school staff” helped 
her family feel more supported.  This support also included developing an understanding of the 
importance of having parents engaged at the school.   
Fabiola noted that her experience volunteering in a classroom allowed her to see how 
“having more parents in the building can help lighten” the work load of educators and “keep 
[students] on their P’s and Q’s.” 
  During our interview, Crazie brainstormed ways to work with school staff to recruit 
more parent engagement to expand support to the school.  She stated “…one thing I'd like to do 
is be available at all the different open houses and maybe even speak for just a few minutes.”  
Her investment in helping school staff was fueled by her understanding of how much they 
normally dealt with.  The more she was in the school, the more she saw it. 
Last, physical resources were mentioned as a way the CS strategies support the school, 
particularly when staff are already stretched thin.  Marlena stated,  
I don't know how much of this stuff existed before, but I know that while I've been at 
those meetings in the CS Coordinator's room, I've watched teachers and students walk up 
and be like hey, I need three notebooks and three pens.  Hey, do you have a box of 
Kleenex?  You know, whatever it is. 
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Kay echoed this sentiment and stated, “I've never needed, if the girls need something 
even during school like if they have an accident, backpack broke or something like that” that the 
CS would take care of it, onsite and in real-time.  This left school staff with time and mental 
space to excel in their work.   
Subtheme 3: Helping Students Feel More Supported.  Every parent interviewed shared 
information about how students were better supported since the school became a CS.  Nadia 
discussed a Welcome Warrior group that paired existing students with new students – making 
sure to match their home language – and showed the new student around the school to tell them 
about what opportunities existed in the building.  This process started at the CS after the district 
‘new student welcome center’ suddenly closed.  It helped students feel more comfortable and 
that “…they're just not just shoved up there in the middle school and fend for yourself.”  She was 
not alone in the sentiment that the CS helped students feel more supported. 
 Crystal spoke to how group club offerings were different from when she attended Empire 










My child has the opportunity to do so much more than when I was here… And there's 
other clubs that they have throughout the day that the kids have a designated time with.  
And we never had that.  It was all after school.  But it just opens up the opportunity for 
the kids to have to kind of dip their toes into a little bit of everything to see what they 
like.  By calling it a club it makes you feel like you're actually a part of something.  It's 
not like it's just a class.  So, and they get to kind of express themselves kind of freely into 
bringing their opinions, their own experiences, and things to that, because it is a club.  So, 
I think they help give the kids a kind of structure.  And I think they just feel really 
supported.  I know my son feeds off of the support throughout the day that he gets in that 
club, which was not offered when I was here. 
Celeste also discussed how the CS brought various clubs into the school before, during, 
and after school.  She stated that she has seen a change in her son. “And this year he is… I don't 
know how to say this… more involved.  And I think that's really helped him a lot, just come out 
of his little shell a little bit.”   
Jon provided some background on the groups started at the school.  He said that the 
students were given an opportunity for input and noted that kids self-selected the groups.  “We 
did a survey at the beginning of the year and kind of got a sense of what the needs were, what 
kids would talk about.”  From there, teachers and staff worked with the CS Coordinator to ensure 





So, they kind of pick the topics and we went through the survey and figured out which 
topics the most kids selected.  So, we had like, they called it a glitter group.  So, it was 
just a girl’s group that was focused on healthy relationships, self-esteem.  We had a 
couple of groups for anxiety.  In seventh grade, there was enough of a response, the third 
time we had another group on that was healthy relationships, self-esteem.  Eighth grade 
had one different one and I cannot remember the topic.  I think it began as, I want to say 
kids with an absentee parent for whatever reason… But it could be anything and they 
probably will be different next year based on what the kids select.  I think in seventh 
grade, I think there always will be a healthy relationships and boundaries and self-esteem.  
Which we open up to everybody. 
Jon Snow said that giving students autonomy in creating the clubs generated a lot of buy-in for 
them.  He said students expressed excitement to participate and attendance was high, which 
demonstrated a growing influence.  
Fabiola spoke about how the clubs deeply impacted students.  In fact, one of her 
daughters graduated but continued to come back to Empire Middle to participate in the Diversity 
Club each week. 
I think that's helping children.  I'll tell you it's helping my daughter.  I can't speak for all 
the kids that's in there.  It's helping my child hear that okay, that I'm not by myself.  I'm 
not the only one who is feeling this way in this school system… they just talk about the 
issues that they have.  Whether it's hey look my teacher called me ‘colored’ today or 
whatever it is. That's their place. 
Crazie mentioned the effect of Homework Diners on students.  While they had not 
drastically changed her sons’ grades, they still had an impact.  “It's made them more studious or 
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they've gotten better study skills.”  Her younger son especially liked when his math teacher came 
to Homework Diners.  She said they could both learn from his teacher and get to know him 
better. 
Student support also came in the form of removing stress.  Kay relayed how a lack of 
resources added stress to her child’s life.  She stated that stress resulted in changed behaviors, 
which could often necessitate counseling.  “It starts off that they feel like they're less than 
because they don't have. And they don't have because of various things at home.”  Students who 
experienced less stress had more focus for school, something Kay appreciated. 
Summary.  All participants discussed how CS increased school supports.  The subthemes 
within the larger theme of school supports exemplified what the parents witnessed or heard about 
in their experiences at the CS.  Those included a feeling of being resource-rich, helping to divide 
the workload for teachers and staff who were already spread thin, and providing opportunities for 
students to feel more supported emotionally, physically, and socially.  Although each parent had 
a distinct perspective on what those supports included, they all made it clear that the CS and its 
programming had helped to better support the school. 
Theme 2: Parent Engagement 
 In every interview, participants discussed a heightened sense of parent engagement at the 
school since the start of the CS.  The subthemes included: (1) opening the lines of 
communication, (2) convenience, (3) not just a Black and White world, and (4) opportunity to 
engage. 
Subtheme 1: Opening the Lines of Communication.  Nine of the ten participants talked 
about an improvement in communication since the start of the CS.  Celeste talked about 
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receiving “weekly reminders on my cellphone” that told her about upcoming Homework Diners.  
During busy weeks, that made the difference on whether she attended. 
Crazie said notifications about Homework Diners were the “only experience I do have 
except getting the occasional call that the kids got in trouble.”  Having Homework Diners be 
another reason the school contacted her eased her anxiety of what coming to the school meant.  
She said it was vital to her continued engagement. 
Estrellita said those reminders had saved her when she forgot about something happening 
at the school.  
And it's not because you're neglecting your child, or you care less.  We care so much of 
having a roof and food for your children, that you focus almost a hundred percent of 
having those resources for your family.  So, it's really good for the phone calls and visits.  
The visits Estrellita mentioned were also mentioned by several other parents.  At the start of the 
school year, several teachers took planned time to visit the homes of each of their students.  Just 
a brief hello or a cup of coffee if the parent was available and willing. 
Fabiola described how a teacher visited her home toward the beginning of the school 
year.  It was the first time in her life she hosted a teacher in her home. 
And from what I understand, the reason behind the home visits is to develop that 
connection between the teacher and the student and the parent before the school year.  So, 
you know, hey, look I'm a teacher but I'm your advocate.  You know? 
She mentioned that this interaction increased trust with school staff.  She said that after the visit 
she felt as if any issues she had she could “bring up and talk about” with staff.   
Bug agreed with this and stated, “I can walk into the office and folks, teachers, principals 
aren’t busy.  They’ve stopped what they’ve done and talked with me.”  His comfort in coming to 
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the office was something that strengthened over time.  Having something positive to talk about 
with the school was a big change from the negative phone calls he dealt with in the past. 
In fact, positive calls home were another way that CS were changing the communication 
at Empire Middle.  Teachers were making a pointed effort to call parents with some good news 
about their child.  Estrellita described that experience. 
The positive calls home… I think that's really nice to know that you could have someone 
to call you, or to visit you at your home and just to talk about the experience with the 
school.  Or like, what the experience of what your child [is] and what you need. 
These calls increased opportunities for parents to hear good news from the school.   
Nadia said this technique opened the lines of communication and was a novelty to many 
parents. 
So, I don't know.  I just feel like when the other three [children] were coming through, if 
you heard from the school, oh my gosh what's wrong?  What did my kid do or what is the 
problem?  What is the issue?  But now I get a phone call, I just wanted to tell you that 
your son did such a great job on his project.  Or, I wanted to tell you that he was so polite 
today or he was really respectful today and we appreciate that.  So, it's good things. 
Her surprise in getting those phone calls changed her perspective on communication from the 
school and built trust with her son’s teacher. 
Marlena said that positive communication and putting “kids at the center…instead of 
only hearing from the schools when something is wrong” helped people notice and appreciate the 
staff.  She thought it led to an increased desire for engagement from parents.   
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Kay maintained that she felt the lines of communication were always open.  “I can 
guarantee… [the principal] is going to keep us updated Saturday, Sunday, Monday through 
Friday.  Whatever is going on, just a frequent reminder.  I do appreciate that.”  She noted that 
they were “definitely making things where we can keep up.”  She stated that when something 
happened at the school, “we know in minutes.” 
Crazie took on the communication systems change as a focus when she chose to be a 
parent advocate.  In this role, she “[spoke] from a parent perspective” and let parents know about 
attendance problems and make-up opportunities like Homework Diners.  She talked to other 
parents whose children were struggling academically so they could brainstorm solutions 
together.  It was another tactic for increasing parent communication in an accessible way.   
Marlena “appreciates now that there are systems in place that allow for a conversation to 
happen within the system.”  She said that the CS was still in “a baby, infant stage” but bringing 
more parent and student voices to the table had “opened up lines of communication” and 
changed attitudes about communication within the school. 
Subtheme 2: Convenience.  Nine of the participants discussed the convenience of getting 
involved at the school.  One shared a personal experience but the other eight talked about the 
convenience of Homework Diners.   
While participants talked about Homework Diners, Estrellita said it was “friendly and 
thoughtful” because the school asked parents what time they preferred and asked if they wanted 
dinner and if so, for whom?  “And it was nice to run from your work to the schools and know 
that you would have something to eat.”  She said that before, the resources at the school were 
less accessible.  Before, she said, “The resources are there, but we are locked within our work 
schedules and the pressure that we cannot ask days off” for fear of being fired or losing income.   
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Crystal agreed that Homework Diners “work well for me and my work schedule.”  She 
appreciated an opportunity to do things at the school.  She said there were multiple opportunities 
to get involved and “…you pick what works for your life and schedule.”   
Bug said Homework Diners brought people in from across the community.  “You see 
kids walking everywhere.”  He said that for parents, it was a convenient alternative to an evening 
meal.  “They don’t have to cook.  It’s here, it’s free.  It’s probably on their way home from work 
or something.  They just stop in and eat.”   
Fabiola agreed.  “I think that's why Homework Diners are so helpful. At least one night a 
week you're going to get that meal, [the family is] going to get a meal and they're going to get 
their homework finished.”   
Crazie commented that Homework Diners were a great tool for “the kid that’s just 
straddling the fence” to help them “bring their grades up” and perhaps “finish up the year on a 
good note.”  She explained that coming to school on a designated Saturday was another option, 
but it cost parents money.  This option, called “Saturday School,” was also one or two hours 
longer than Homework Diners.  These factors made it less convenient than the Homework Diner. 
Celeste said Homework Diners gave her son “free time at home.  It’s less stress with his 
homework.”  She said this took care homework responsibilities, gave their family time to meet 
others at the school, and provided a meal with “pretty good food.” 
Marlena stated that the consistently well-attended Homework Diners provided 
opportunities for a wide range of voices to be heard.  She said they did “listening sessions with 
families to find out how the CS model can be more proactive to meet other needs.” 
On a more personal note, Kay shared that when her husband was in the hospital, 
Homework Diners were a convenient way to make up days that her daughters missed.  Plus, 
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without family around, she did not have a lot of assistance.  She said Homework Diners were a 
chance to “have a meal.  I didn’t have to worry about cooking when I got home.” 
In addition to talking about Homework Diners, Crystal shared her experience of 
participating in the Parent Resource Team, a program that brought parents, community members, 
and school staff together to dialogue about issues at the school.  She said that her participation 
has been “at my convenience” and that not having to “be 100% committed” ensured that she 
made every effort to be there but also had the freedom to respect the realities of her career and 
family.  It just wasn’t always feasible to add those meetings to her workload each week. 
Subtheme 3: Not Just a Black and White World.  Parents described a cultural 
competency that developed in the school community after the start of Empire Middle’s CS 
initiative.  Kay explained that her daughters, both Black, encountered several issues with racism 
at a previous school.  At Empire Middle, she felt “warm that I'm in a good location to where I 
don't have to worry about who I am and where I come from, but we're all just socially working 
together for good.”  As a woman of color, she said she never had a problem or felt she had “been 
disrespected.”  She felt “equal in the school,” as did her daughters.   
Parents of color felt more comfortable in the building, and parents and students alike saw 
the benefits of attending a school that celebrated diversity.  Crystal said of her child, who is 
White, 
I think my kid gets a better exposure of the world coming from a community school, 
because there are so many differences.  And I think it makes my kid stronger to be able to 
adapt and to accept.  And to be able to have an open mind of other people and not having 
to come from such a protected environment. 
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She described her interactions with the Parent Resource Team in facilitating communication 
about cultural needs and differences.  She said it was “very eye opening to me, because I'm in 
my little Black and White world that everybody is like me.”   
Crystal raved about the opportunities her children had within such a diverse student body. 
She said that it “helped my child to just have a better vision of what the world is and what is out 
there, because we're not all just Black and White, and we're not all just from Vade County.”  
Crystal saw this impact extending beyond parents and students as well. 
There's been more businesses and things that have started up that are from other 
ethnicities that were not here twenty-some, thirty years ago.  And that has opened a lot of 
different doors for people to be more accepting, people to be more involved.  I think we 
kind of had… I think there was an opinion that this community was closed-minded, very 
country, backwards, because we come from such a farming community in this area.  That 
they were not always welcoming to different cultures moving in.  And now that they 
have, and they've started different businesses and things, I think it's opened up that. 
With ongoing expansion and increasing diversity, Crystal said it was important that the 
community was not only recognizing this diversity but breaking cultural barriers for the larger 
community as well.  
Nadia pointed out that diversity was celebrated in various ways.  With parent engagement 
through the CS, the school is “just a hundred percent better.”  She told me about a painting 
depicting the 26 spoken languages within the school.  She outlined the various efforts of the 
school to welcome diversity, including “mak[ing] them more comfortable contacting the school 
even though they don’t speak English very well” and “find(ing) a way to understand what’s 
going on and what you need, other than, you know, before” Empire Middle became a CS.  Nadia 
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did not elaborate on what happened before, but she was clear that efforts to navigate language 
were now more robust. 
Culturally cognizant practices were a key target at the school.  Participants defined this as 
moving beyond feeling comfortable and having pleasant interpersonal interaction.  Estrellita 
described the school’s Diversity Committee with a Racial Equity Subcommittee and an 
Emergency Response Subcommittee.  Most recently, the Emergency Response Subcommittee 
created a protocol for teachers to follow regarding immigration raids.  She explained that getting 
this information to teachers lets them know how they “can and should respond” to keep their 
students safe and things “that they can’t or shouldn’t do.”  She went on to tell me that the Racial 
Equity Subcommittee had been discussing disparities in student outcomes.  The group conducted 
a dialogue about how different communities might “work within the school system” to support 
students.  She said parents understood that “larger systems perpetuate racial inequities” and the 
group helped to facilitate dialogue about that.  The community saw this committee as a safe 
space where they could talk about systemic inequities with dedicated and engaged school staff. 
  In addition to dialogue, the CS provided resources to families of different cultural 
groups to ease communication.  Fabiola told me about the Meet the Teacher event where the 
school staff prepared simultaneous translation devices to ensure that all parents were included 
while the school disseminated critical information.  She described how school staff “actually had 
the receivers for parents to put on… and someone was actively translating.  So, how cool is that?  
I've never seen that happen before.”  She said increasing access for English language learners 
signaled a change in school direction toward more inclusivity.   
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Subtheme 4: Opportunity to Engage.  Most participants talked about the changing 
culture of engagement for parents at the school.  These included the amount of opportunities, the 
way the opportunities occurred, and the first-hand insight gained during these opportunities. 
Many parents discussed the sheer number of opportunities that Empire Middle provided 
for them to plug in.  Crystal talked about how “the opportunity for me to be involved is so heavy, 
because my kid is here with all different kinds of things.”  She said this gave her a chance “to be 
involved in it and to be informed.”   
Bug concurred, stating that his increased involvement has led other parents to “look me 
up” and “come back to talk to me.”  He said his wife’s involvement had become so frequent that 
the CS Coordinator offered her a paid community outreach position in which she made calls to 
parents three hours a week.   
Other parents described how the nature of parent engagement changed from a simple 
exchange or just showing up.  Now, parents participated as partners in change.  Estrellita said 
that engaging parents and valuing their experiences forged lasting relationships in the school.  
She described, 
If you're not asking parents what is their experience and what talents they can bring and 
how they dream their school, there is not engagement.  But with this program and with a 
community school, I mean parents and youth and even the teachers, those relationships 
are, for me, are the answer to better the schools…  
So, for me… yes, I see, like, a great change when the school becomes a 
community school, because then the parents can have an opportunity to engage and to 
change realities within the school. 
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Others felt this empowerment as well.  Marlena talked about how parent engagement was now 
seen as a priority in the school and she didn’t expect that to change.  She explained, “it's like 
there's attention being paid to all parts of our lives and all parts of families lives and looking at 
people more holistically… acknowledging that people are complex beings that bring a lot to the 
space.”  This holistic engagement brought more parents into the school. 
 As more parents came into the school, they gained a first-hand perspective of the realities 
of Empire Middle.  Fabiola said this gave her insight to the “number of students that go hungry 
[and] the number of students that don't have basic supplies that they need.”  She was surprised at 
the number of students who don’t have a home or “don’t know what they’re going to eat next.”  
Crystal enjoyed having “an opportunity to “see first-hand what my kid experiences.”  She 
clarified that it was “not like the PTO of years ago” with “the same moms” that worked to 
fundraise but more of an “open forum that I can get my input of what I see happening.”  
Through the amount of engagement opportunities, the way the opportunities occurred, 
and the insight gained from personal engagement in these opportunities, opportunities for 
involvement at Empire Middle had expanded even further.  Marlena summed up this change 
when she stated, “I think that a precedent has been set and I think it's changing the culture of 
those spaces.”   
Summary.  All participants personally got involved or became more involved at the 
school because of the CS strategy.  The most commonly cited reasons for increased parent 
engagement were increased and better communication from the school, convenient options to 
plug in, a culturally competent experience that created space beyond the ‘Black and White,’ and 
the magnified number of ways and opportunities parents had to engage at the school.  Each 
participant noted increased parent engagement at the school since Empire Middle became a CS. 
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Theme 3: Community Impact 
 Every participant described various ways that Empire Middle’s CS initiative changed the 
surrounding community.  Subthemes include: (1) camaraderie, (2) health support, (3) community 
involvement, (4) barriers to participation, and (5) CS gives me a lot of hope. 
Subtheme 1: Camaraderie.  Each participant described ways in which the CS helped 
form a mutual trust and friendship among the school community.  Celeste stated that her 
experiences with Homework Diners had led her to get to know the CS Coordinator and principal 
better.  Traditionally a shy person, she said she didn’t “really introduce herself to strange people” 
but she was open to meeting others at Homework Diners.  At those events, the interconnected 
nature of the school community meant, “as far as I'm concerned, you're another parent and now I 
know you.”  Her family’s attendance provided “some camaraderie for me.” 
Crazie had a similar experience at Homework Diners.  She said the parents that come 
regularly formed “a support system” and they “do learn from each other and help each other.  It’s 
just a good feeling.”  Crazie said Homework Diners facilitated “comparing horror stories and 
learn[ing] from each other and creat[ing] just a closer-knit school.  A closer-knit community.”  
She further described that this goes beyond parent-to-parent connections.  She said that when she 
and her son saw his teacher there, it “strengthens the bond, it strengthens the relationship”.  
When she “gets to know other teachers,” it made her husband and her feel “lucky.”   
Fabiola talked about feeling that sense of camaraderie during her involvement with the 
welcoming phone calls.  She said these calls helped beyond assisting new parents find resources.  
“And the other part of that is you're not by yourself to walk this journey through middle school, 
because middle school by itself is hard.”  Estrellita said there were several opportunities for 
parents to support one another.   
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And for moms, like to be able to have other moms to walk them through the system and 
to help them to know the basics… to have more gatherings here.  [To discuss the] 
common needs and how we can support each other. 
She said it was a “lifesaver to have that type of friendly support at the school.” 
Estrellita also said that camaraderie extended to the students.  She said new students were 
paired with older students “to really make them feel welcome and not isolated and alone.”  
Several parents discussed the relationships their children made in school ‘clubs’ that increased 
camaraderie in the building for students.  Kay said her daughters created lasting relationships 
within these groups that continued after their graduation from the middle school. 
Kay also shared a personal story about her family from when her husband was 
hospitalized.  She described how teachers and other staff came to the hospital with “books for 
my kids, or puzzles, or snacks of food or gift cards” but that the most important part was that 
they put on scrubs and came with the intention of “spending some time with my family.”  She 
said that teachers taking time outside of their work schedule to come to the hospital made her 
and her daughters feel appreciated, respected, and cared for. 
Subtheme 2: Health Supports.  In addition to fostering a sense of camaraderie in the 
building, the CS was credited with building health supports within the community.  Participants 
described these supports as impacting the community positively.  Participants referenced health 
supports such as provided classes, increased socio-emotional supports, reduced stress, and the 
changed mindsets of families. 
Classes were one of the health supports cited that provided more health resources to the 
Empire Middle community.  Crystal mentioned yoga classes and Marlena discussed community 
Zumba.  These classes were both free and held in the evening when most parents were available.  
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Sometimes these classes provided free childcare so that more parents could participate.  The 
provision of free activity classes let parents build community while being active. 
In addition to the classes, socio-emotional supports were one targeted area of the CS.  Jon 
Snow described how “community schools have been helpful to combat” the expansive and 
multifaceted “mental health needs” at Empire Middle.  He said students were “picking up tools 
and skills” to help them navigate these issues better.  Celeste confirmed this target area.  She said 
that while her son attended Empire Middle he felt supported, and that she watched him grow 
“emotionally and mentally.”   
The CS Coordinator often helped parents to access these socio-emotional supports.  The 
CS Coordinator worked with Kay to make a mental health referral after she saw her daughter 
come into the office in tears on several occasions.  Although she had noticed a change in her 
daughter’s behavior, her mother had been overwhelmed with her husband’s care.  She said she 
had not known what steps to take to help her daughter.  After the CS Coordinator talked about 
options with Kay, she immediately responded.  
I said I know what's going on, they're worried about me, so I said I need to do a referral. 
And so, my daughter was able to talk it out and get some short-term therapy and now all 
she does is laugh and spend more time in the living room where she used to stay in her 
bedroom and cry and listen to music all day and all night and just go to sleep. 
Getting the right mental health support made all the difference for Kay’s daughter and for other 
students who displayed the need for them.  These socio-emotional supports extended to parents 
as well.   
Several parents mentioned a reduction of stress thanks to CS organized programming, 
resources, and events.  Homework Diners were one outlet.  Estrellita said, “for me to come from 
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that stress straight to the Homework Diners was really safe of my mental health and my 
daughter's mental health.”  Kay described how her husband’s health issues left her in a place 
where she “really needed support.”  She accessed family services, made a mental health referral 
for her daughter, and found information about pre-legal services and life insurance.  She said, “it 
reduces stress for not just the parents but most importantly for the kids.”  Kay commented that 
she never would have known she had access to those types of resources without the CS and the 
CS Coordinator.  It changed her mind set about what resources were available in her community 
to support her family. 
There was a larger change of health awareness in the Empire community since the start of 
the CS.  Crystal said that being a part of the CS sponsored health group provided perspective on 
the need at the schools and “sort of made me dig deeper.”  When she became more engaged at 
the school, she discovered how great the needs were.  
That's staggering.  Because no amount of money… I can't write a check big enough to 
supply that need.  It's bigger, what can we do as a whole.  And it does take the whole 
community to say, you know this is a problem and this is what we can all do to try to help 
it.  And it's not just one family that's affected.  It's a community.  It's larger than that. 
She realized that it would take a community change, not just a donation or fundraiser to combat 
the health needs impacting Empire Middle families.   
 Fabiola was a part of the parent contingency of the School Health Advisory Council and 
she said that now parents have a place to come “to speak during the conference portion” of the 
meeting.  They provided “a parent’s viewpoint” so that health needs were seen more holistically.  
Open to community health workers as well, this council was a way that the community could 
learn more about and speak to issues of health within the community. 
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Subtheme 3: Community Involvement.  Parents described the various ways that the 
community had become involved with the school and how it had changed the dynamic of the 
surrounding community.  Through interactive community groups and volunteer engagement, 
Empire Middle saw a change in the involvement of Vade residents. 
Estrellita talked about her involvement with the school’s diversity committee.  She loves 
participating in those meetings because “they engage students and parents and administrators and 
community members.”  Their participation improved the impact of these groups. 
Jon Snow lauded the community’s volunteer engagement since the start of the CS.  He 
said it improved the community’s presence in the school and community partners saw the school 
as a friendly place.  This type of community engagement was so important he called a CS 
strategy “our life blood.” 
Like, there's all the resources that have been drummed up and brought in and as a part of 
the resource team where people meet regularly to hear about what's going on and what 
the needs are.  I mean, we get more support from this strategy and the CS Coordinator 
than any other supports combined.  I mean, my experience has been that it's fantastic and 
that, without it, I don't know what it would look like.  It would not be anywhere near as 
functional or nearly as welcoming for people in the community and students and parents. 
Community members became involved via volunteer recruitment efforts or were “drummed up 
from the community” via the CS Coordinator.  Community members were not traditionally 




It was very eye-opening because there was a lot more community involvement that was 
present than I thought there would be.  I figured it would be just a bunch of parents and 
actually I was the only parent that was there.  So, it was huge because here's all these 
other people whose children are not necessarily here, benefitting from this school, but yet 
there's organizations that are committed to be a part of it and the betterment of it and 
wanting to know how things are run and what needs are and what barriers we have.  And 
trying to bring forth their voices of ideas of what we can do to knock those barriers down.  
And also identify issues and problems and needs that the school has.  So, it was really 
cool. 
 Through these types of meetings, community involvement was growing, but not for all 
community members. 
Subtheme 4: Barriers to Participation.  Although there was expanded involvement since 
Empire Middle became a CS, its limited infrastructure created barriers to participation for some 
of the extended community.  Six of the ten participants mentioned issues with transportation that 
the CS was trying to combat.  Nadia described the situation in greater detail. 
So, we're spread out. We are very spread out in our community. And we don't have public 
transportation in most of it. I think the city buses only come a certain way, to a certain 
stop.  But most of us, we're in the country. There's not any kind of public transportation. 
So, if your parents are working two jobs or if your parents don't get off in time, some 
people don't have transportation. They share cars or whatever. They just don't get to 
participate in after school stuff. So, and I think that's kind of sad. 
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Nadia also discussed how “the CS Coordinator has been trying to work on getting some 
[transportation].  To partner with someone to get kids a way to be able to come and participate 
after school, just because they don't have a ride home kind of thing.”   
 Fabiola said transportation was the “piece that’s a barrier to people participating” but 
some of the CS partners had developed a transportation plan.  Now, a bus goes to housing to pick 
up families to bring them to Homework Diners.  Jon Snow echoed the transportation issue and 
quoted that over fifty percent of the school have said they have issues with it.  He stated, “The 
bus going everywhere is helpful” and helped the school “hit as many people as we can.” 
 Marlena reminded me that although transportation was an issue for many, CS were 
responsible for ideas such as the parent-teacher home visitation project.  Ideas like these helped 
families feel more connected to their community and bypassed issues of transportation by 
bringing the school into the community. 
Subtheme 5: CS Gives Me a Lot of Hope.  A hope for future change was stated by many 
parents throughout the interview process.  Parents described how the CS at Empire Middle had 
helped the school grow with the community.  Marlena discussed the population change and said 
that the CS acted as “the finger on the pulse” to track those changes.   Her hope for future change 
was evident when she said, “One thing that has been really important and great about having it 
being designated as a community school is that it feels like anything is possible.”  Her comments 
were reiterated by Nadia.  She described, “there's just all kinds of things here and I think there's 




What comes to my mind is that it gives me hope.  It gives me hope to know that there are 
institutions and community partners that care about the youth and children within the 
school system.  And that they are committed at least try new ways and strategies to 
engage parents and the community.  So, yeah. I see that it's really… it gives me a lot of 
hope and it gives me a lot of strength to say [that]. 
For some families, hope helped illuminate a path forward when the future looked bleak.  Fabiola 
specified that this strategy paved the way for the future success of the children in the community.  
She said the time is now. 
We're either going to nurture them and take care of them now, or we're going to … take 
care of them when they're in some type of institution or when they fail at being 
productive members of society.  It's so much better to get them now.  Then, we can mold 
them to what we want and what we need versus trying to fix them after they've broken.  
It's not them that's broken, it's our system that's broken.  
She clearly stated her staunch support of CS.  She affirmed, “I push community schools.  Make it 
spread like wildfire, right?  In a drought.  Make it spread.”  These hopeful comments and words 
of support vividly portrayed how the CS at Empire Middle had impacted the community. 
Summary.  All but one participant stated that the impact of the CS went beyond the walls 
of the school and out into the community.  Participant statements stemmed from a feeling of 
increased camaraderie in the town since the start of the CS initiative. They cited support that 
increased health access in the community, increased presence of community and business leaders 
in the school, recognized the transportation and logistical issues missing from the community 
infrastructure, and generated a tangible feeling of hope for the future within the community.   
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Theme 4: Institutional Trust 
 Each participant described various ways that the CS at Empire Middle had increased their 
expectations and trust of the school.  Subthemes included: (1) a more welcoming school, (2) 
chipping away at an old mindset, (3) the school as a safe space, and (4) it’s a team. 
Subtheme 1: A More Welcoming School.  Every participant in this study made a 
comment about the CS creating a welcoming and friendly environment at Empire Middle. 
As outlined by Marlena, one solution to welcoming parents was an initiative started after 
the district closed the New Family Welcome Center.  She described the confusion. “Newcomers 
got distributed to whatever their home school [was] without any supports in place.  I mean 
literally.  Staff didn't even know the transition was happening.”  This led to misunderstandings 
and stress.  “They don't know where the bus is, how do they get food?  I mean it was just a shit 
show, excuse me... It was a mess.”  The school banded together to help new families who came 
to their building.  Empire Middle piloted a welcome program and Marlena said it really helped 
new students and families to feel welcome. 
When Fabiola indicated a change in her feelings when entering the school since the start 
of the CS strategy, I asked her to describe those feelings.  She stated, “Do I feel like this is a 
more welcoming school?  Oh my gosh, yes!  A million times.”  She outlined that her experiences 
at the CS allowed her to feel that way.  She explained she was giving back to new parents with 
her welcome phone calls.  She specified that when she called new parents, she said,  
As a parent, I just want you to know I support you and let me know if you need 
resources, I can connect you to the people that I know of.  Or if you feel like you don't 
want to voice that, you can call me, and I can be your voice. 
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Fabiola expressed effusively that she wanted to give back the same feeling she had after she first 
toured the school.  From that moment she said, “I never felt unwelcome.”  Other participants felt 
the same. 
During her interview, Kay mentioned how she felt when she came into the school 
building, 
If I need to come back here after hours, I can come here and use the resources I need.  So, 
I feel welcome when I come in.  I don't feel ignored when I go to the front office, I feel 
very supported. 
Parents felt supported in different ways as well.  Nadia asserted that “with the community 
school, I would have to say that this is my best year yet with my four children.  I have felt more 
invited.  More involved.  I have been asked my opinion more.”  She qualified that this was the 
first year she felt completely comfortable in the building and credits that change to CS. 
Jon Snow specified that this welcoming feeling was a pointed endeavor of the CS.  He 
explained that parents were asked over and over until they understand that “we want you to be a 
part of our school.”  This ongoing effort led them to find something that fits for them to feel 
comfortable and engage with.  He said, “It's like getting somebody to take that leap, especially in 
our community, I think you just have to do it over and over and over.”  He said this tactic 
worked.   
I think the first year Empire Middle might've had two or three parents.  And then the 
second year, I don't know, it like quadrupled.  I mean, it was double digits after one year.  
So, I think it was grown organically over time. 
Estrellita identified that this involvement had “built trust within the schools” and welcomed 
parents.  Having another individual who wants your child to succeed helped the community in 
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“opening the door and making accessible for parents to know.  When parents don’t know why or 
how things work, [we cannot] expect them to engage.”  In addition, she said that meetings were 
conveniently held at the school with “somebody that’s really nice to you… really, really nice to 
you and has all the patience.”  She summed up these feelings by saying, “what a community 
school brings is solution.” 
Subtheme 2: Chipping Away at an Old Mindset.  During their interviews, several 
participants revealed negative personal experiences from their time or family’s time in K-12 
education.  Due to these experiences, many did not identify schools as a place of safety or 
support.  With some struggling against past trauma, institutional trust at Empire Middle was low 
for many families.  Some participants felt as though the trauma they experienced was quite 
recent.  Estrellita described her frustrations with the school just a few years ago.  She had 
“trouble navigating the system” and said that cultural groups were simultaneously “encouraged 
to work with the school” but encountered people that “didn’t let us to do what we were doing.”  
Even while they saw positive changes such as higher self-esteem and encouraged parents within 
the Latino community, they still felt frustration while seeking a route into the school system.  
Since the start of the CS, Estrellita said it had been very interactive and “one of the most 
beautiful experiences that I have had since I have worked within the school system.”  She said 
that school administrators were “not looking at us as aliens all the time” and no longer expected 
them to “integrate” culturally. 
This former mistrust was common among other participants.  Fabiola described how 
these experiences formed a lack of institutional trust,  
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You never know when a parent has had a negative experience with a school and it doesn't 
necessarily have to be with one person, but any negative experience they can carry that, 
and it will impact how they interact with the school.  Period. 
Fabiola understood that while some were deeply mistrustful of the school system, others did not 
have that experience. 
Although she did not personally feel mistrust toward the system in the past, Nadia still 
thought change was good for moving the community forward.   
Just before, you know, you're in your school, you do things the same way, you have the 
same people, and I think sometimes outside can brighten the perspective a little bit.  Or 
change it.  Or just, you know, different ideas on how to do things.  I think that's always 
good.  And if something is not working, then try something else.  If it doesn't work, try 
something else. 
Nadia said that the good was not always reported and many people remember the negative things 
from the past.  She outlined that when she attended the school, things were much worse for 
minoritized groups.  She became visibly uncomfortable while talking about that past and paused 
for a long time before speaking.  
I think the kids have gotten a lot better.  I don't think things happen like they used to 
happen.  I don't know how to explain it.  You don't hear it like you used to hear it.  We're 
working with the kids.  They feel more understood now than ever. That's the way I feel. 
Crystal also grew up in the community and detailed that her participation in groups organized by 
the CS have helped her to broaden her perspective. 
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Born and raised here you kind of wear your blinders that this is how everyone lives. And 
then you come in to be a part of something and you realize this is not, everybody doesn't 
live like me. Everybody doesn't have a husband and wife and their 2.5 children, and their 
dog and cat. So, that to me is an opportunity that I appreciate being able to be a part of, 
because it was very eye opening. 
Jon Snow confirmed that before he engaged in community groups, “in my ignorance 
early on, I probably chalked [a lack of participation] up to people don’t care.”  Having a first-
hand view, he no longer thought that was the case.  He affirmed that there was “a certain 
reputation with the school and this community in general that is fairly negative.”  He said that 
although the situation at the school “socioeconomically is a struggle,” it didn’t play out the way 
people assumed it did.  He said that negative perceptions of the community were difficult to beat 
and “being able to invite people in [helps to] just kind of slowly chip away at that mindset.”  
Inviting people in via the CS groups, programming, and engagement opportunities was not only 
supporting the school, but helped to break down old barriers. 
Subtheme 3: The School as a Safe Space.  School safety and trust also came up in 
several participant interviews.  Jon Snow stated that the “road block a lot of times is there's this 
general mistrust between parents and the schools.” He implied that the school is specifically 
aiming to both be a safe space and be perceived as one.   
Crystal stipulated that there “hasn’t been a safety issue that she has worried about.  
There's never been really anything that has happened to kind of waiver any opinion that I have 
about a community school.”  This was not the same sentiment echoed by the non-White 
participants. 
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Fabiola indicated that “the CS Coordinator was instrumental in making a safe space last 
year during the ICE raids” in the county.  In fact, in a poll of all students, the CS Coordinator’s 
room “was identified as the safe space.”  This comforted Fabiola and helped her alter her 
perspective about safety at the school. 
Knowing their children had a safe space at Empire Middle was fundamental for Latina 
parents Estrellita and Marlena.  In the past, Marlena said the school had only delivered “silence 
on those issues [of undocumented families].  Like, creating an environment where people don’t 
feel safe, don’t feel welcome, don’t feel taken into account.” This made them feel mistreated.  
Remedying this was an objective of the CS during the past year and had an effect during a scary 
time for these parents.  Marlena described the scene, 
We had really large immigration raids happen last year in April, and one thing that 
Empire Middle teachers did was, like, they were like escorting students home, following 
the buses home.  Because a lot of the raids were happening at the entrance of the mobile 
home parts.  ICE was like staked out waiting for people to come in and leave and doing 
rounds in like, SUVs all over the county, especially in the Vade district.  I mean it was 
like they were even on my street.  You could see them.  You could literally see them 
making rounds in people's neighborhoods and they did that between four different 
counties or something.  But they hit the Vade district really hard.  And many teachers 
from Empire Middle followed the bus or went on the bus home, followed the buses to 
those mobile home parks where there were a lot of rumors and would like, be on the 
lookout.  So, when students were getting off the bus they felt a little bit more safe. 
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Estrellita echoed this concern and said that it was a frightening time for the immigrant 
community.  She said “when [raids] happen, what our children need within the schools [is] to be 
safe.  To be able to focus on their schools, on their academics.”  She said that families in poverty 
don’t get a second chance for their children to excel academically.  Having school be a safe 
space was the most important aspect of ensuring they learned so they could move “out of the 
cycle of poverty.”  Feeling safe when they came to the school and knowing their children had a 
safe space and advocates who would fight for their safety helped these parents trust in the school. 
Subtheme 4: They Have a Stake in the Success.  As institutional trust grew in the 
school, parents, community members, staff and students became more invested.  This investment 
was described as a sense of collective responsibility and teamwork to address issues the school is 
facing.  Nadia detailed the change in her experience.   
They encourage you to call the office.  Before it was like if I hear from you [the office 
would say] we got this, let your kids go, kind of thing.  We're getting them ready for high 
school.  But now it's we want you involved in their growth to high school, and I feel like 
that's a much better way to be. 
As a partner in change, Nadia was more invested in happenings at the school, as was Fabiola.   
Fabiola specified that being a partner in change gave parents “some peace, that they own 
something, and they have a stake in the success.”  This collective responsibility was felt beyond 
the parent group.   
Estrellita elucidated, “bringing this CS community initiative was really helpful to build 
trust.  Not only within the school, but among other communities, that we mainly sometimes are 
segregated [from].”  She continued that seeing “each other’s faces” built trust.  She told a story 
about when a bunch of mothers went to the school to meet with the principal and they all spoke 
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Spanish.  She said his ability to be calm despite cultural differences and to take the time to meet 
with them instigated a positive relationship.  She expressed that it “built a lot of trust for the 
parents to come and be within the school doing something.”  She said simply their presence as 
engaged parents in the building was a huge trust-building step.  
Marlena agreed and cited the increased “student, parent, community, and school 
representation” on advisory groups.  She says that kind of input was an untapped resource for the 
district.  Crystal said that various cultural groups in Vade were specifically invited to have a 
voice at the table during important conversation so that the needs of their communities were 
understood and addressed.  Crystal also lauded the team effort to identify needs at the school.  “I 
think that's the difference in the verbiage, because it's more organization and it's a team.”  Kay 
additionally detailed that the unique aspect of a team mentality was brought to the CS at Empire 
Middle through transparency about issues and brainstorming as a team. 
I just wish everybody, every other school, all schools modeled this program.  Bringing 
the communities to the school.  Bring the struggles to the table.  Don't leave it hidden… 
Bring the community to the schools, bring the schools to the communities. 
In Kay’s experience, hiding school problems from the community kept them at a distance and 
made collective problem-solving impossible.  As the community became more knowledgeable 
about issues the school faced, they became more invested in tackling these issues.  The openness 
about the concerns at Empire Middle led to these issues being collectively addressed via groups 
organized by the CS.  Experiencing success in reducing difficulties for the school allowed the 
community to feel that they had a stake in the school's improvement and success. 
Summary.  In this study, participants discussed how their experiences at and with the 
school changed their feelings toward the institution.  Subthemes came from their statements 
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about the school feeling more welcoming, safe, and team-oriented.  In addition, participants 
witnessed a change for the better from older negative mindsets since the start of the CS.  This 
slowly transformed their perspective of the school system, remediating historical trauma through 
building institutional trust.  Paired with the subthemes identified, families’ expectations of the 
school and their trust in the school continued to grow. 
Theme 5: The Coordinator Effect 
 One of the most common features of participant experiences was the inclusion of the CS 
Coordinator.  Experiences included stories of positive impacts as well as perceiving the role as 
an embodiment of the CS itself, among others.  The CS Coordinator was mentioned by name or 
by role 70 times throughout the ten interviews.  In many references, the role was situated as the 
linchpin in the success of the CS strategy at Empire Middle.  Participants relayed personal stories 
of support, described the role as an embodiment of resource connection, and emphasized the 
impact of someone maintaining a big picture perspective for the future direction of the school.  
For some, their awareness of the CS was so slim that the only part of the strategy they were 
familiar with was the CS Coordinator.  Subthemes included: (1) whose eye is on that? (2) an 
entry point, and (3) awareness. 
Subtheme 1: Whose Eye is on That?  From the start of the CS at Empire Middle School, 
the same CS Coordinator had been leading the charge.  This built confidence and respect in the 





And so, you know, it's like… it’s a very particular position that's been carved out that 
seems like, because of what the CS Coordinator has done, it has some sort of influence or 
weight. It's noticed. It's like a noticed, respected, little position over there. And it just 
makes… You know, like, opens the door to possibilities that didn't exist before. So, I 
mean I think it's really great. 
Marlena talked about how having that respect allowed things to happen in the building that 
changed the climate of the school.  She described a story where the CS Coordinator had paved 
the way for that sort of change by facilitating training for the staff.  After parent feedback 
indicated that cultural competency training was needed for school staff, the CS Coordinator used 
that information to ensure the situation was addressed.  Having both knowledge and connections 
within the community and the school, the CS Coordinator presented the information in a way 
that resonated with staff.  Marlena specified, “it's not like education, but a small activity.  Just 
facilitating conversation on what are resources that they need to know about that already exists 
for parents.  And what are things that you should not say.”  Jon Snow agreed that the training had 
been a healthy way for staff to better understand cultural morays.  “We're working, because of 
that group, because that exists, because the CS Coordinator 's position exists, it's facilitated that 
whole thing happening.” 






So, having the CS Coordinator have this middle school success [CS] initiative and be 
diverting dollars into our school is huge and I don't know what it would be like if it went 
away.  Even on a practical level, I don't think all the volunteers, and parents, and the good 
that was done…  I don't think all those things would disappear, but I don't know who 
would be able to have time to organize them or plan events without that coordinator 
doing that.  I mean it's not like we can't plan a [school event], but the time that it takes to 
do that, and drumming up volunteers… There's just not a lot of extra time, at least in the 
school counselor world.  So, it's been huge. 
Jon Snow painted a vivid picture of the wide variety of ways that the CS Coordinator kept the 
school plugged into the community.  He continued to say that based on all the things she has 
done and continues to do for their school and community made him fearful of losing the CS 
designation and the support of the CS Coordinator.  He said, “I mean, the idea of functioning 
without that person here is scary.”  Connecting various community groups together and getting 
resources for the school were two roles that the CS Coordinator had stepped into, but that ability 
was due to having the time and space to think outside of the education world. 
Keeping an eye on the many aspects of the school outside of teaching and learning was a 
key aspect of the CS role that participants noted.  Marlena described how multifaceted this 
position was. 
…Because it takes a long time to get people on board to really understand all sorts of 
turnover, and crises in the community.  It's one of many things going on, but again 
having… Whose eye is just on that?  You know?  Who can take that piece on? 
Estrellita shared positive sentiments about the CS Coordinator focusing on higher-level 
thinking.  She praised the “level of engagement and coordination and accountability and 
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commitment” she saw from the CS Coordinator when working with the school community.  The 
CS Coordinator was “not just thinking about diversity” in the role but “thinking about how do we 
want to better our schools for the better future of our children?”  Estrellita said this 30,000-foot 
perspective was an aspect that was normally lost at other schools and made the CS Coordinator 
even more precious to the parents at Empire Middle. 
Keeping an eye on the all the pieces of a multidimensional puzzle while juggling 
numerous perspectives takes tenacity and energy.  Fabiola depicted the CS Coordinator as “the 
energizer bunny who keeps on pushing.”  She was effusive in describing the way the coordinator 
worked among so many groups in the community, particularly parents.   
Crazie emphasized how the CS Coordinator was the first person she had talked to that 
recognized the power that parents have to engage other parents in the building.  Crazie said that 
the CS Coordinator told her how significant it would be for her to share her engaged parent 
experience with other parents because it “is way more important than any true school staff.  [The 
CS Coordinator said] that it would have more effect than any paid school employee, anything 
they could say, because it's their job.”  As a fellow parent, she could give a first-hand account of 
getting engaged at the school and the importance that had for the community.   
Kay also emphasized the CS Coordinator’s support.  “She is a very, she is definitely a 
strong parent supporter.”  She said the CS Coordinator’s vocal encouragement helped further 
relationships as well as kept parents in the loop about aspects of the school community that they 
would not otherwise have known.   
Subtheme 2: An Entry Point.  Developing relationships in the building was one avenue 
that parents took to remain plugged into the school.  Many parents spoke about the personal 
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relationship they developed with the CS Coordinator and how that allowed them to have more 
insight into what was happening both with their children and within the school community.   
Marlena had encountered trouble in the past when trying to coordinate events at the 
school or hold important conversations with the school staff.  Now, she said, “I feel like having 
the CS Coordinator there has just been an entry point for a lot of conversations that weren't 
welcome before.”  With CS Coordinator support, they had a point person from the school with 
whom they could engage.   
Fabiola also felt a level of comfort with the CS Coordinator that she did not have before.  
During a summer tour of the school before she enrolled her girls, she felt apprehensive about 
whether or not her daughters might be targeted for their skin color.  She said during the 
interview, 
…we had just a very frank conversation around race relations and discrimination and 
what we had felt, what I felt as a parent and what my children had felt as students.  And 
you know the teacher and the counselor that were in the room, were like no this is how 
we handle things here.  So, it made me feel comfortable. The girls felt comfortable. 
Fabiola said that was the start of their relationship and they have only grown closer.  She shared 
a personal story in the wake of a shooting in Florida.  She shared that after the incident “my 
children were really upset.  I think all the kids were upset.  [The CS Coordinator] would text me 
and say ‘okay, you might need to come get your children.”  Without the CS Coordinator, Fabiola 
would not have had the entry point to hear about her childrens’ distress.  Fabiola stated that the 
CS Coordinator was just someone who “uses [their] privilege to push for something for all 
people.” 
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 Having a staff member in their corner in the building created a level of access for parents 
so they could solve problems holistically.  When one of Kay’s children was sent to the CS 
Coordinator’s office for school supplies, the child received double the amount she asked for 
because the CS Coordinator was familiar with the family and knew there were two children. 
My daughter – who hadn't even met the CS Coordinator – and [the CS Coordinator] was 
like, give this to your [sister] too, make sure we don't have a lack of supplies in the 
classroom.  And that's very important.  You don't want to send somebody home or give 
someone an F because you have resources, a piece of paper, notebook, whatever they 
need. 
Kay continued to say that this helped make the girls feel comfortable going to the CS 
Coordinator when they needed help.   
Subtheme 3: Awareness.  A fundamental role of the CS Coordinator was to spread 
awareness about the CS and available resources to the school community.  Across parent 
interviews there was a wide range of knowledge about what a “community school” was and how 
that connected to school events, the CS Coordinator role, and the school as a whole.  Crazie 
described the situation, 
I think if you say community school strategy, nine out of ten parents minimum would not 
know what you're talking about.  I'm not even sure it would be one out of ten that would 
know.  Because it's a term that's thrown around, but unless you have a reason to really 
hone in on that, you don't really hone in on it.  And I didn't even myself until they said 
why don't you do some community outreach? 
Crazie said that in previous years there was little to no parent understanding of the CS.  She said 
that in its third year she started to perceive a reputation.  As more people heard about it, “at least 
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most parents have a little bit of a grasp of what it is, whereas the first year it went out you 
might've had fifty percent that paid attention.”  She said this growth was significant and meant 
more families knew about the benefit of the CS. 
 Jon Snow, who worked at the school, says that despite his deep engagement with the CS, 
he still was not aware of all the resources being brought in.   
There are a lot of things going on here that, you know, I probably can't name to you and 
people that were ignorant of the strategy would have no idea, I think. Unless they've been 
to a resource team meeting or something like that. So, there are a lot of things happening 
that a lot of people don't know about, especially if you're talking GED classes at night or 
you know, I don't know. 
He specified that parents were often in the same situation.  They were aware of the increase of 
resources available, he said, but he didn’t know how many would know the term ‘Community 
School’. 
Indeed, Celeste was eager to participate in being interviewed about the resources at the 
school until we began the interview and I used the term ‘Community School.’  Despite 
volunteering once a week at Homework Diners, she said she didn’t feel like she could adequately 
speak to Empire Middle’s CS.  “Maybe I'm not a good candidate for this because I'm not 
really…  How do I say this?  This is probably not going to sound good.  I'm not overly involved 
here.”  Celeste knew only the name of the CS Coordinator because of Homework Diners.  
Connecting the CS Coordinator to the CS made things clearer for her. 
Marlena said that whether or not the community knows about the CS, they were 
becoming more aware of the resources available.  She shared that the day before our interview, a 
neighbor had come to her asking about the school’s food support resources.  It appeared that 
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even if it was a slow process to get the term Community Schools out into the community, the 
resources available had made a name for themselves already. 
Summary.  Without question, the CS Coordinator’s role had a demonstrable impact on 
this rural school.  The role itself was perceived by some participants to be one with its eyes 
focused on higher systems that paved the way for long-term change.  For others, the role was a 
personal connection on the inside who provided support.  For those less engaged at the school, 
the CS Coordinator functioned simply as the entry point to involvement.  Two parents could not 
identify the CS yet still knew the name of the CS Coordinator.  Though specific experiences 
varied, all parents were aware of at least some ways in which the CS Coordinator impacted the 
school community. 
Structural Description 
In the previous section, I explored direct quotes from participants who had experienced 
the phenomenon of a rural community school.  I presented major themes and subthemes to give 
the reader an understanding of the texture of the experience.  Now that those have been 
presented, key aspects of the phenomenon will be used to develop and make a structural 
description through the task of Imaginative Variation.  According to Moustakas (1994),  
The task of Imaginative Variation is to seek possible meanings through the utilization of 
imagination, varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and reversals, and 
approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives, different positions, roles, or 
functions.  The aim is to arrive at structural descriptions of an experience . . . the “how” 
that speaks to conditions that illuminate the “what” of experience.  How did the 
experience of the phenomenon come to be what it is? (p. 97-98) 
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In this section, I will present the structural description.  The structural description encompasses 
the conditions, situation, and context of how participants experienced this phenomenon.  
Participants in this study experienced a rural CS through a cyclical process of learning, receiving, 
engaging, and uniting. 
Learning.  Parents and their children began their experience with this rural CS when their 
child enrolled at the school or when they became involved via their work or volunteerism.  
Through better communication, parents quickly noticed a difference at the school in the supports 
and resources provided for the school, for students, for families, and for the community.  For 
parents of color, access to information increased, positive communication with staff increased, 
and a feeling of cultural respect began to emerge.  Within a short time – six months or less from 
enrollment–parents began to learn more about available supports.  As they learned, they found 
ways that they and their families could access support. 
Receiving.  Once parents and their families learned about the resources and supports 
available to them, they began to explore various options and benefitted from one or more of 
these supports for themselves and their families.  The range of support options were extensive. 
How families used those supports was situational.  Some used personal supports such as getting 
free mental health care, taking a GED class, or experiencing school events in a language-
accessible manner.  Others used supports for their children who participated in after-school clubs 
or weekly tutoring.  For those who did not have transportation, there were still many supports 
and resources available during the school day.  As the CS strategy progressed, Homework Diners 
drew many families in for long-term commitment because the events provided a free, nutritious 
dinner.  As families received supports and resources, they were further exposed to the supports 
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provided as part of the CS strategy.  This learning deepened as families began to understand 
more about the great need that existed in the community. 
Engaging.  When families had learned about resources and supports, they were then able 
to experience it for themselves.  This led to a desire to do the same for others.  For some 
families, this was volunteering once a week at a Homework Diner.  For others, this meant 
sharing information about resources and services or participating in one or more committees at 
the school to work toward equity in various ways.  The more participants learned and received, 
the more they desired to engage at a deeper level.  Engagement brought knowledge about 
challenges that others – often from other racial, cultural, or economic groups than themselves – 
were facing.  Growing understanding about and a deepening engagement with the school 
community fostered a sense of camaraderie.  It also created a welcoming culture that emphasized 
the importance of cultural competency.   
Uniting.  These large-scale changes allowed the school to be seen in a new light by 
parents and their families.  As institutional trust was fostered and amplified, participants were 
feeling safer and more supported by the school.  Families experienced a sense of ownership with 
the school and for the community.  Parents began to unite in a democratic effort for positive 
change in a variety of ways.  A renewed sense of community and teamwork prevailed.  With the 
right resources and a growing team, equitable, high-quality education seemed within reach.  As 
parents united, they wanted to learn more, leading to a cyclical process of further learning, 
receiving, engaging, and uniting.   
In the previous section, I presented the structural descriptions.  I will now present a 
synthesis of the data collected that describes the phenomenon.  This is called the essence 
statement and cuts to the core of the experience.   
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Essence Statement  
 Parents are accustomed to a certain type of environment at their child’s school.  This 
might be described as a silo where children attend, children learn, and then return home again.  
In this environment, expected engagement comes via PTA participation or attendance at a few 
events.  A CS challenges this old mindset and centers the school within a community as a hub of 
resources.  This experience is marked by surprise and relief from families of all socioeconomic 
backgrounds.  The change makes parents, teachers, students, and community members more 
aware of issues affecting their community.  Awareness brings engagement and engagement 
breeds investment.  Over time, trust is built between families and the school.  As trust builds and 
word spreads, more families feel comfortable accessing services.  Engaged families start to take 
ownership of facilitating the awareness and provision of these services for all.  This includes 
accessibility in a variety of forms.  No matter the level of engagement, families view the CS 
Coordinator as a key player in this process.  Although some parents are not aware of the term 
“community school,” they are all aware that positive change has occurred.  
Summary 
Chapter four presented findings from a descriptive phenomenological study on family 
experiences of a rural CS.  At the start of the chapter, all ten participants were introduced.  Next, 
I presented my personal bracketing statement.  There were five themes and 19 subthemes taken 
from the data analysis.  The five themes describing parent perspectives of a rural CS are (1) 
school supports (2) parent engagement (3) community impact (4) institutional trust and (5) the 
coordinator effect.  Next, I outlined the structural description containing the four categories of 
learning, receiving, engaging, and uniting.  Last, I offered the essential statement, which outlines 
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the common and universal components of the phenomenon.  Chapter five will analyze and 





This chapter analyzes the findings of a phenomenological research study regarding 
families’ experiences of a rural Community School (CS).  In the next section, I will identify new 
findings from this research and connect the findings of this study to existing literature.  I will 
offer my reflections from the research process, including the role of the researcher, the data 
collection process, data analysis steps, and essence statement creation.  Next, I will describe the 
limitations of this study and present implications for future practice.  Last, I will summarize the 
findings of this study.  Before I outline new findings, I will first revisit the research question at 
the heart of this study. 
Research Question 
 I interviewed 10 participants at a rural CS, all whom identified as parents of a child 
attending or having attended a rural CS.  I asked participants to describe their family’s 
experience in order to ascertain: 
What is the experience of families at a rural CS?   
From phenomenological participant interviews, I identified five themes and 19 subthemes.  
Analysis of these themes helped me identify new findings, presented below. 
New Findings 
 Findings of this study indicate that the experience of parents and families at a 
rural CS is positive and empowering.  Three significant findings of this study include CS’ ability 
to cater to rural-specific issues, their capacity to foster a sense of engagement and investment in 
the community, and identification of the need to address issues with awareness and 
differentiation.  
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CS are community-specific, meaning schools must be oriented to the needs of their area.  
This community-specific strategy provides the opportunity to tackle issues common to rural 
areas such as lack of transportation, hunger, and access to healthful resources.  Participants in 
this study specifically spoke to the power of CS to alleviate problems associated with these 
issues.  They cited how CS helped facilitate the collective identification of transportation as a 
problem.  The CS then worked with local partners to ensure that some after-school events would 
include a transportation component.  Likewise, CS helped foster collaborative conversations 
about food deficits in the community.  The result was a triangulation of edible resources that 
have led to the development of a food pantry, weekly grocery distribution, and weekly healthful 
family meal offerings.  Participants also cited access to health resources as a critical need in their 
rural community.  Parent stories illustrated how important it was that CS connected their families 
with needed resources.  They said that the CS brought health resources to the building and 
increased family access.  With lack of transportation, hunger, and access to healthful resources as 
some of the biggest challenges faced in rural areas, CS should be given significant consideration 
as one solution for outlying communities.  The data in this study stresses CS as a strategy to 
solve community-specific issues for rural sites. 
Another noteworthy finding in this study was the ability of the CS to foster a renewed 
sense of engagement and investment within a rural community that already considered itself 
"tight-knit."  Several participants described a new hope in the community that they had not felt 
before.  Participants who were second or third generation graduates of the school likened this 
feeling to that of several decades ago, when the community was much smaller and more 
intimately connected.  With the implementation of the CS, participants cited how much more 
they interacted with diverse members of the community.  This interaction raised awareness about 
 133 
issues impacting those communities that had not been well understood previously.  The CS 
strategy at Empire Middle engaged parents and the community, creating collective ownership.  
In Bryant’s (2012) article about rural schools being used as a community hub, he discusses the 
opportunities that rural schools have for transmitting shared values and imbuing a sense of 
collective responsibility for communities.  This was proven accurate by the responses about the 
CS at this site.  Attention should be given to CS strategies for rural communities who are looking 
to foster engagement and investment through their local schools. 
Last, this study produced notable findings about a lack of awareness about CS in the rural 
context.  Participants in the study sometimes expressed confusion as to where the public school 
system ended and the CS began.  In a recent study, Pizmony-Levy and Pallas (2019) conducted a 
study of 3,000 adults to better understand the recognition of CS.  The study found that less than 
37% of rural participants were familiar with the term Community School, whereas the majority of 
their urban counterparts had some recognition.  The study also found that participants who 
identified as White, conservative, and over the age of 45 had the least recognition or 
understanding of CS.  Similarly, in this study one participant did not know the term CS and two 
participants had little understanding of the CS beyond the Homework Diners.  Four had a vague 
understanding of the CS and its multifaceted supports.  Only three had knowledge of the CS as a 
success strategy and could articulate those without prompting.  Rural schools that are considering 
a CS strategy would benefit from thinking through this issue and fostering dialogue with 
community stakeholders about terminology and branding. 
Previous Literature 
 Connections can be made from each of the five major themes identified in this study to 
previous CS literature outside of the rural context.  These connections include school resource 
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support, parent engagement, community impact, institutional trust, and the impact of having a 
committed staff member focused on these facets. 
Increased school supports are one of the major themes identified from participant 
interviews.  Participants discussed how they felt more supports were available to themselves and 
others as a result of the CS strategy at Empire Middle.  Research shows that increased access and 
utilization of resources is a common benefit for CS.  Some of these benefits include access to 
more healthful food (Frndak, 2014; Kronick, 2017), less hunger (Anderson et al., 2017) and the 
used of health-related services (Dryfoos, 2000; Nicely, 2016).  Participants stated that support 
also came in the form of increased engagement and assistance as well as monetary gains for the 
school.  Previous CS research also cited financial returns due to the implementation of CS (Blank 
et al., 2010; Martinez et al., 2013; McDaniel, 2018).  Participant Jon Snow noted how resources 
were plentiful since the start of the CS strategy at Empire Middle.  He stated that community 
partners were stepping in when needs arose.  The ability to leverage community partners to 
support the school was noted as a pivotal success of the CS at Empire Middle. 
This study also supports previous CS research demonstrating an increased level of 
engagement from parents in a CS.  Participants were vocal about their level of engagement being 
higher as well as noticing increased engagement from other parents as well.  This is reflective of 
past research linking CS strategies to increased parent, family, and community involvement 
(Castrechini, 2011; Chen et al., 2016; NEA, 2008).  There is a wealth of literature showing how 
CS are able to leverage increased engagement from the school community, supporting the school 
interactively (Castrechini, 2011; Gold, Simon & Brown, 2002; LaFrance Associates, 2005).  
Increased parent engagement created a broader understanding of school needs, which led to 
greater community involvement. 
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Participant interviews indicated a sense that the community was changing because of the 
implementation of the CS.  Aligned with previous research, participants noted an increased level 
of attendance (Anderson et al., 2017; Castrechini, 2011; Dryfoos, 2000; Olson, 2014; Rasic et 
al., 2014), academic gains (Blank et al., 2010; Castrechini, 2011; Dearing, 2016; Dryfoos, 2000; 
LaFrance Associates, 2005, Sanders, 2016), decreased community hunger (Anderson et al., 
2017), and increased engagement from the community as a whole (Gold, Simon & Brown, 2002; 
LaFrance Associates, 2005).  Taken separately, these are positive statistics.  Taken together, they 
paint a picture of community impact.  Participants in this study discussed how these small 
measures added up to a much larger positive impact on the Empire community.  Although efforts 
were initially guided by the CS Coordinator, several participants noted that more community 
members were taking ownership of these small measures.  With more resources made available, 
a wider community understanding of needs, and more community leadership, an independent 
cycle of support was being created. 
Participants believed that the CS at Empire Middle was not only impacting community 
relationships positively but also building trust in the education system that had not existed.  
Previous research indicates that CS in other contexts build institutional trust (Chen et al., 2016).  
This also proved true for this population.  Participants stated they felt the school was more a 
welcoming, safe, and supportive environment since the start of the CS strategy.  It was positively 
changing attitudes from past negative experiences.  When families perceived the school as a 
place of safety and support in which they had an ownership stake, they were building 
institutional trust. 
 According to participants in this study, the staff member facilitating the CS strategy made 
this building of institutional trust possible.  This staff member, the CS Coordinator, facilitated 
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the implementation of the CS at Empire Middle and had a profound impact on the participants of 
this study.  Participants cited how this role was pivotal in the success of the CS, helping foster 
communication, build relationships, and secure needed resources.  This proves similar to existing 
research demonstrating that CS Coordinators facilitate communication, build trusting 
relationships within the school community, identify and maintain resources for the school, and 
advance student success and community development (Sanders, Galindo, & DeTablan, 2019).  
Participants also cited how this role served as an entry point into the school, leading to a 
collective sense of responsibility.  These sentiments echo research showing CS Coordinators as 
connectors in the school community who support decisional capital (Fitzgerald & Quiñones, 
2018).  As evidence from this study shows, the CS Coordinator was the linchpin of the success 
of the CS at Empire Middle. 
Previous literature supports that CS have a beneficial impact on school resource support, 
parent engagement, community impact, institutional trust, and that the efforts of a dedicated staff 
member made all of these possible.  Findings of this study endorse existing research when 
situated in a rural context.  Now that I have covered the new findings in this study, I will reflect 
on the research process. 
Reflections on the Process 
In this section, I will offer my reflections from the research process and explore 
challenges associated with data collection and analysis.  I will also review the essence statement 
taken from participant interviews about their experience at a rural CS. 
Role of the Researcher 
This study was formed from my professional experience as a CS Coordinator at a rural 
school.  While working at a rural CS, I lamented the lack of research that spoke to the context I 
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was working in.  Simultaneously, I was seeing a flood of rural CS appearing in the United States 
and was surprised at the consistent lack of research despite this increase.  After attending the bi-
annual CS conference and finding zero sessions associated with rural CS, I knew I wanted to 
contribute to the field of CS research.  When I became aware of the lack of academic research 
for rural CS and the total absence of rural parent voices, I knew I had to fill a gap in the 
literature.   
For me, this was a social justice issue.  I could see first-hand that CS had a positive 
impact on rural communities, but I also could sense a tension in small communities with a 
history of systemic oppression.  I wanted future rural CS Coordinators to both hear the voices of 
families and have access to evidence-based best practices.  A record of experience for rural 
families might help guide them in their effort to start a rural CS or shape an existing rural CS 
with more fidelity.  CS Coordinators for future rural CS will benefit from learning about 
families’ experiences in this context. 
Data Collection 
 During data collection for this study, I was challenged by unpredictable schedules, 
miscommunications, unrecorded interactions, and a somewhat limited pool of participants.  
When scheduling interviews, I was at the mercy of busy parent schedules.  Last minute issues 
arose such as a cancelled session, a miscommunication about where the interview would take 
place, and a family event that limited one participant from staying longer than 20 minutes.  These 
changes created a rushed feeling to one of the interviews and cut another short.  I endeavored to 
maintain professionalism throughout these impediments.  In addition, recordings were only able 
to capture my official interviews with participants.  A few participants shared poignant or 
personal anecdotes before the interview began or after the interview ended.  Although I noted 
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these in my reflections, participants’ exact words in this context were lacking when themes and 
subthemes were created. 
 A second challenge I faced was the recruitment of participants.  I was quite pleased at the 
diverse range of participants in the study, but I also recognize that the venue I used to recruit 
participants was an event where I would inevitably find more engaged parents: the Homework 
Diners.  This was reflected in every interview, which mentioned Homework Diners by name.  I 
questioned if I should have come to the school during another school-wide event or tried to 
recruit by another means.  Being limited by permissions, access, distance, and travel time to the 
location of data collection further hindered my ability to expand the participant pool. 
 One strategy that helped the data collection process was the guidance of other 
phenomenological scholars.  During the interview process I was able to bring a sample transcript 
to the University of Tennessee’s phenomenological research group to get some scholarly 
feedback about my interview style.  I found this process extremely helpful and noticed a marked 
improvement in the last portion of participant interviews because of their feedback. 
Data Analysis 
Data analysis also proved quite challenging.  Completing data analysis for this study was 
often a solitary effort.  After transcribing ten interviews, I was left with 77 daunting pages of 
content.  Subsequently, I did a primary read-through for grammar and offered each participant an 
opportunity to read through their own transcript from the study.  I felt, at times, unsure of the 
direction I was taking in identifying themes. At this juncture, I brought another transcript to the 
University of Tennessee phenomenology group and we read through it together, discussed codes, 
and identified potential themes.  Seeing that we had identified some of the same codes alleviated 
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my worries substantially.  After data analysis, I used the identified themes and subthemes to 
create the essence statement. 
Essence Statement 
After data analysis, I crafted the five large themes and the 19 smaller subthemes.  After 
spending so much time categorizing transcripts, it felt like a logical next step to identify 
structural descriptions.  The structural descriptions echoed participant experiences along the 
varied continuum of engagement and investment that they cited in their interviews.  The 
experience of rural families mirrored a cycle of learning, receiving, engaging, and uniting.  Some 
had only completed the cycle once and others had invested much more time in it.  The structural 
descriptions led to the essence statement of family experiences at a rural CS.  Describing this 
cycle was a natural choice for writing the essence statement.  In writing about the essence of the 
experience, I selected to focus on the slow, growing, and cyclical impact of CS.  I felt that it 
authentically mirrored the experience of rural parents whose children attended a CS.  As they 
stated, CS are not a fast track to academic success.  It is not an easy path for community 
engagement.  However, if instituted with fidelity to its context, rural CS can be a vessel for 
expansive community buy-in with the power to create enduring impacts. 
Limitations 
 In research studies, the researcher must make directional decisions based on their 
personal bandwidth and individual capacities. Barriers emerge during the process that limit data 
collection and analysis in various ways.  The predominant limitations associated with this study 
included: methods for recruiting participants, bias of the researcher, data collection, and 
generalizability. 
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I encountered the first major limitation of this study in the recruitment of participants.  I 
used a snowball sampling technique.  Snowball sampling limited the research study by allowing 
participants from within only known networks.  In this study, these networks included those who 
attended Homework Diners or those who were active enough within the school to have met me 
during one of my four visits.  Of the ten interviews in the study, I recruited 75% of the 
participants during Homework Diners.  This primed participant thinking about the CS at Empire 
Middle to be associated with this specific event.  I believe this had an impact on the content of 
interviews, as most interviews contained significant data associated with Homework Diners.  
This might also have limited participation to parents who were already somewhat involved at the 
school.  I risked potentially including only involved parents and lacking representation from 
lesser-involved parents and guardians.  In addition, the offering of a gift card in exchange for 
their time could have made some economically disadvantaged families feel pressured into taking 
part in the study.  Last, the connections that many families have to the CS Coordinator were 
discussed during their interviews.  This relationship might have pushed participants to paint a 
rosier picture of what CS had done for the school than they might have otherwise indicated had 
that role been more detached from their experiences.  I endeavored to prevent this type of 
thinking through transparency about my role as an outside researcher.  In fact, the CS 
Coordinator announced during the data collection process that she was moving at the conclusion 
of the school year.  For this reason, I do not believe participants felt pressured to consider her 
feelings during the interviews, as they were aware she would no longer work at the school when 
the report was released. 
The potential impact of researcher bias was another limitation of the study.  Creswell 
(2003) explains that researcher bias is inevitable, and must be recognized via a bracketing 
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statement, which helps to provide as much transparency as possible.  In chapter three I outlined 
my previous professional experience with rural CS to let the reader know about my past 
involvement with this education strategy.  As recommended, I also provided a personal 
bracketing statement directly before data was presented (Friesen, Henricksson, & Saevi, 2012).  
As I have dedicated so much time and effort to supporting CS, I knew that these statements 
would be paramount to giving a clear representation of my investment and biases.  In addition to 
the included bracketing statements, I also journaled throughout this process, member-checked 
the data, and engaged other phenomenological scholars to provide feedback on transcripts and 
coding.  Without the ability to impact any CS implementation at this site, I felt more comfortable 
in the role of outside observer and endeavored to be an impartial researcher.  My previous 
experience might have biased my opinion about CS as an equity strategy, but I tried to keep it 
out of the reporting of this data. 
Collecting qualitative data using phenomenological interviews was another approach that 
might have limited this study.  Creating a safe environment and encouraging truthfulness were 
two of my aims as the researcher.  Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) found that conducting quality 
interviews is dependent on the relationships developed between researcher and study 
participants.  Participants must feel a level of trust with the interviewer to speak freely.  In this 
study, I endeavored to create a safe and open environment for participants.  Physically, we were 
always in a private space of the participant’s choosing.  Interpersonally, I endeavored to establish 
a rapport with participants and tell them a bit about the study and myself before we began.  I 
answered any questions they had and was upfront about their voluntary participation.  I 
perceived participant comfort as mostly successful.  I made this judgment after hearing the 
deeply personal and both positive and negative experiences shared during interviews.  
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Participants were interested and invested in the study results, and some followed up with me 
after the interview to express this.  Nevertheless, I was essentially a stranger to these individuals 
and had no way to imbue substantial trust in one or two short interactions.  While I still think 
phenomenological interviews were the best method of inquiry, it introduced unavoidable 
limitations in the interview process. 
 A final and significant limitation of this study is that the results cannot be generalized.  
The phenomenological research design and limited size of the study prevent generalizability 
(Creswell, 2007).  However, generalizability was not the study’s goal.  Descriptive 
phenomenological methodology was used to provide critical, thick, and rich descriptions of 
parents and families at a rural CS.  Parents’ varied roles at the school may have further 
prohibited generalizability, although it added a variety of perspectives to the scope of data 
collected.  One of the parent participants was also a teacher at the school and another two were 
community partners.  Their roles at the school could limit the ability to generalize results even 
further.  Now that I have described the limitations of this study I will present implications for 
practitioners of CS. 
Implications for Future Practice 
Practitioners and CS advocates will benefit from the findings of this research.  The study 
delivers important information that can be used in the development of new and existing CS sites.  
Key takeaways from this research include the importance of creating community awareness, 
developing a strategic communication strategy, ensuring that leadership supports the CS, and 
carefully selecting the CS Coordinator. 
CS awareness was a key takeaway of this study as well as a subtheme.  Many parents 
commented about the lack of awareness at the school and some participants didn’t know what a 
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CS was.  Despite being quite knowledgeable about the various programs and initiatives that the 
CS was facilitating, several participants were completely unfamiliar with the ideas behind the 
strategy or even the term community school.  One of the participants, Crazie, framed this 
perfectly when she said, 
I think if you say community school strategy, nine out of ten parents minimum would not 
know what you're talking about.  I'm not even sure it would be one out of ten that would 
know.  Because it's a term that's thrown around, but unless you have a reason to really 
hone in on that, you don't really hone in on it. 
Evidence from this study indicates that practitioners might experience issues with awareness as 
well.  It will be important for existing CS to consider how they communicate the strategy to the 
school community.  Repeatedly using the term community school has allowed a lot of the Empire 
Middle community to recognize the term over time but there is room for further messaging and 
brand awareness.  Identifying opportunities to explain the concept of CS to families and to 
remind staff and administrators might help with name recognition.  New sites that are rolling out 
a CS are in the best position to create a campaign for the CS that fosters a type of brand 
recognition.  Trademarking all flyers and communications from events could be another way to 
increase awareness. 
Along this same vein is the overarching communications strategy.  This refers to 
communication about what a CS is as well as the communications strategy within the CS.  From 
the ten transcripts of this study, only five comments were identified that negatively reflected on 
the CS.  Every negative participant statement was about communication.  For example, Crystal 
stated, “I think there are some opportunities for better communication but, other than that, it’s 
my biggest complaint.”  Future practitioners could benefit from confronting this issue early on 
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and creating a communications strategy that is evaluated often and adapted as needed.  This will 
ensure that families can hear details about events, programs, and services at the school in a 
variety of ways.  Several parents commented about how they enjoyed the varied means of 
communication at this rural site.  Not just flyers coming home but social media updates, texts, 
calls, and signs at the school when a deadline was approaching, an event was happening, or a 
service was being offered.  I observed a copious amount of CS communication in my time at 
Empire, including: pieces of paper about upcoming events, signs around the school, messages 
from the school page, and phone calls.  For a busy parent juggling multiple children in different 
schools, this could prove challenging.  Marlena understood this tension and said, “…those are 
natural things that are going to happen that just need to be evaluated and improved.”  This 
indicates to me that how information is disseminated is also very important.  Ongoing assessment 
of parent thoughts on avenues for communication might also be explored. 
A third key takeaway was the importance of having leadership support for the CS.  
Several participants noted the lockstep nature of the CS Coordinator and the principal at the 
school.  The CS Coordinator vocalized their support for the principal and attended staff 
meetings, and the principal vocalized support for the work of the coordinator and had a presence 
at CS sponsored events.  The two roles articulated the same vision for the school.  Having the 
same future vision for the school fostered the image of a united front for parents.  Fitzgerald and 
Quiñones' (2018) case study of CS Coordinators highlights a “key dynamic in the community 
school – the relationship between the principal and the [Community School Coordinator]” (p. 
286).  At Empire Middle, this strong relationship was apparent.  In both name and authority, the 
CS Coordinator was a recognized and empowered leader in the building who was a part of the 
decision-making process.  While the principal remained the lead authority figure in the building 
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and the manager of school personnel, they found opportunities to allow the coordinator to be 
seen as an integral team member.  For example, the CS Coordinator attended staff development 
events to glean information about educational practices and, in turn, the CS Coordinator 
facilitated the staff’s professional development about culturally competent practices.  The 
principal and staff demonstrating respect for the CS Coordinator had a profound impact on how 
the community viewed the CS Coordinator.  From the onset, the CS Coordinator was “a valuable 
partner rather than a distant subordinate” (Fitzgerald & Quiñones, 2018, p. 286).  The importance 
of positioning the CS Coordinator as a fundamental member of the school’s team with decision-
making power is something that future practitioners should endeavor to replicate. 
With such power and influence in the school, the gravity of carefully selecting a CS 
Coordinator cannot be overstated.  A commonality of all participant interviews was an 
appreciation for the CS Coordinator at their school.  Parents felt personally connected to them, 
staff respected them, and families – adults and children alike – felt that they could come to them 
with their sensitive needs.  It would behoove future CS practitioners to take particular care when 
hiring this individual.  Taken directly or paraphrased from participants in this study, some of the 
key characteristics and skills mentioned about the CS Coordinator included: pre-existing 
knowledge of the local and larger community assets and needs, excellent facilitation skills, 
trustworthiness, ability to converse in the primary language of parents, comfort engaging 
multiple stakeholders across a wide scale of influence and power, being engaged and 
knowledgeable about local politics, cultivating a welcoming environment and a positive attitude, 
ability to connect with the age group the school serves, a commitment to collective and data-
based decision-making, a tenacious and energized attitude about CS, an empowering attitude 
toward parents and the community, a desire to support parents, having experience connecting 
 146 
various groups in the community or schools, and excellent multi-tasking abilities.  Another 
important skill was flexibility in tasks and in availability.  Parents mentioned events in the 
evenings, early morning, weekends, and holidays.  According to Fabiola, it seemed as if this 
position “had no two days that were the same.”  Finding an individual who thrives in that type of 
environment and who can adeptly juggle multiple, ongoing projects will be paramount to the 
individual’s success as a CS Coordinator and to the success of the CS as a whole.   
In this section I have outlined four key takeaways identified in this study that can be used 
in future practice.  These are: encouraging awareness of the CS strategy, creating a strategic 
communication strategy, ensuring supportive leadership of the CS, and careful selection of the 
CS Coordinator.  In the next section I will offer suggestions that might be helpful for future 
researchers in this realm. 
Future Research 
Several aspects of this study will be helpful toward practitioners but there are also 
numerous ways that this study can inform future research.  Avenues for future research include: 
expanding phenomenological interviews to staff and community members, identifying 
longitudinal changes over time, and similarly configuring research in other rural CS.  
Although the bandwidth of the researcher prevented expanding the recruitment of 
participants beyond the extent of this study, future research would benefit from expanding 
perspectives beyond the experience of parents.  Two key groups to explore could be school staff 
and community members.  The varied experiences of these groups would lend a unique 
perspective to the experience of rural CS and provide an interesting comparison to the results of 
this study. 
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A second path for future research could be to study longitudinal data from participants 
over time.  Participants Bug, Crazie, Nadia, and Fabiola all spoke about the impact the CS had 
on their children in high school.  It would be powerful to check in with all participants after their 
children have left Empire Middle to see what impact the CS might have had on the parents, 
students, and the family unit once they arrived in high school or post-secondary educational 
ventures.  What types of social or institutional capital might have been gained or leveraged 
because of this experience?  How might their institutional trust have influenced their high school, 
college, or technical training experience?  This future research path might also include the 
change in experience from elementary to high school or the experiences of transfer students 
coming from non-CS contexts.  This path could be taken even further to interview parents and 
families post-graduation to see what impacts the CS might have had long-term.   
Last, it would be beneficial to conduct similar studies in other rural CS contexts to see 
what similarities, if any, exist across similar sites.  Expanding data found from within this study 
would make generalizability more conceivable.  It would also be beneficial to use the results 
from varied rural contexts to see what variations might come into play when looking at different 
regions.  Does a rural CS in the northeast face transportation challenges similar to those in the 
southeast?  What tactics are rural CS in the west using to build institutional trust and can those be 
replicated in other areas?  Further exploration of the experiences of families within rural CS is 
going to be necessary if we hope to authentically expand the national network of CS.  
Summary 
The purpose of this study was to describe families’ experiences at a rural CS.  Using 
descriptive phenomenological design, I sought to answer the study’s central research question: 
What is the experience of families at a rural CS?  In order to answer this question, I interviewed 
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ten parents at a rural CS in the Southeastern United States.  The ten participant interviews led to 
the identification of five themes that describe the phenomenon.  Those are (1) School Supports 
(2) Parent Engagement (3) Community Impact (4) Institutional Trust and (5) The Coordinator 
Effect.  A total of 19 subthemes were identified under these overarching themes.  After each was 
identified and supported with evidence from participant interviews, I developed a textural and 
structural description of the experience of families at a rural CS.  From the textural and structural 
description, I presented the essence of the rural CS experience.   
After revisiting the research question for this study, I discussed new findings.  I 
connected the data from this study with existing literature, offered my reflections from the 
research process, discussed implications for current and future CS implementation.  I also 
offered limitations of the study.  Last, I gave implications for practitioners and future research. 
Major findings from this study support the idea that CS have a positive impact on school 
resource support, parent engagement, community impact, institutional trust, and emphasize the 
importance of having a committed staff member focused on these facets in rural contexts.  
Significant findings of this study include CS’ ability to cater to rural-specific issues, their 
capacity to foster a sense of engagement and investment in the community, and identification of 
the need to address issues with awareness and differentiation.  
Key takeaways from this research that can be used in future practice are creating 
community awareness about CS, paying particular focus to ongoing communication, ensuring 
that leadership supports the CS, and carefully selecting the CS Coordinator.  Some avenues for 
future research include expanding phenomenological interviews to staff and community 
members, identifying longitudinal changes over time, and similarly configuring research in other 
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